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For over a century, the British Red Cross has been helping protect and support people 
in the UK and abroad who have been forced to leave their country fearing persecution.

The first refugee service was organised 
in 1897 when conflict between Turkey 
and Greece resulted in large numbers of 
refugees from Thessaly and Crete. Since 
then the organisation has helped millions 
of refugees during the First and Second 
World Wars, the post-Second World war 
periods, and from more recent conflicts.

On 28 July 1951, a UN conference approved 
the convention relating to the status of 
refugees. The convention defined who is a 
refugee and the legal protections, help and 
social rights a refugee should receive from 
signatory countries. The UK was one of the 
first nations to sign the convention. Since 
September 2008, the British Red Cross has 
been a member of the European Council on 
Refugees and Exiles (ECRE).

Our shared journey

Vietnamese refugees on an overcrowded 
wooden boat in Hong Kong, 1979.

An overcrowded rubber boat carrying migrants and refugees arrives from Bodrum in Turkey 
to the Greek island of Kos in the early hours of the morning, 2015.

Image © Christopher Jahn/IFRC.
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Statement of expenditure of the National Society’s grants in aid of the sick and 
wounded and the refugees of the Turco-Greek War, 1897.

In 1897 religious tension between the Muslim and Christian populations  
on the island of Crete led to a war between Turkey and Greece. 

The British Red Cross, then known as 
The National Society for Aid to the Sick 
and Wounded in War, provided aid to both 
sides neutrally and impartially in the form of 
medical equipment and comforts such as 
blankets, clothing and grants. Most of the aid 
was given to refugees rather than wounded 
soldiers who were felt to be less in need. The 
aid was distributed to the Turkish authorities 
through the British Ambassador, Sir Philip 
Currie, and to the Greek authorities through 
Sir Edwin Egerton the British Ambassador 
in Athens. Lady Egerton helped to provide 
food relief to the starving women and 
children from Thessaly. A total of £5,604 was 
provided by the National Society to Turkey 
and Greece, this is around £700,000 today. 

Turco-Greek War

British Red Cross Our shared journey Exhibition catalogue 3



Following the outbreak of the First World 
War on 4 August 1914, the British Red Cross 
formed the Joint War Committee with the 
Order of St John. The committee supplied 
services and equipment in Britain and in the 
conflict areas abroad. They also organised a 
refugee service for displaced people in Britain 
and abroad, which continued after the war. 

Enteric fever became prevalent among 
Belgian refugees, so a hospital was opened 
in Malassise, near St Omer in France, in 
February 1915. A large number of British 
Red Cross-trained nurses served in the 
hospital, and the Boulogne rest station was 
established to provide food to French and 
Belgian refugees. Between March and June 
1918 over 10,000 were fed by the rest station. 

The Serbian Relief Fund provided supplies for 
Serbian refugees including food, clothing and 
disinfection to prevent the spread of typhus.  
A Serbian refugee camp was set up with 
funds from the Joint War Committee in 1916.

As opposing armies advanced and retreated 
across Mesopotamia and Northern Persia, 
huge number of refugees were displaced. 
British Red Cross supply depots in Northern 
Persia provided food, clothing and medical 
equipment to treat dysentery, fevers and 
influenza to refugee camps. These included 
a camp for Russian refugees in Basra, and 
the Jelu refugee camp at Baqubah.

Miss Hedvica M. Shlehover

Artist: Hans Knoechl, 1910

Miss Shlehover was enrolled as a member of the 
London/38 branch of the British Red Cross in 
September 1914 and undertook various duties 
including working with Belgian refugees. She 
also worked as a housemaid, and later as an 
Assistant Quartermaster in hospitals in Balham. 

First World War
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Miss Beatrice Barnes

A Divisional Lady Superintendent. Her role 
included refugee work at the Dulwich Baths.

Miss Beatrice Anwyl Parsingham

A VAD member who served as a nursing 
masseuse. Record card shows that duties 
included working with Belgian refugees. 

Belgian refugees
The Dulwich baths were closed in 1914 for British Red Cross work during the First World 
War. The War Refugees Committee was allowed to use the baths for housing Belgian 
refugees. Many British Red Cross VADs (Voluntary Aid Detachments) worked here to 
provide assistance to Belgian refugees. 
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Reuniting families
During the Second World War, the British 
Red Cross played an important role in the 
reunion of families. 

Large numbers of people in countries 
occupied by the Nazis fled to the United 
Kingdom and sought refuge here. The 
Kindertransport, a British scheme, was 
an organised rescue effort which brought 
thousands of refugee Jewish children to the 
United Kingdom between 1938 and 1940. 
The children were placed in British foster 
homes, hostels, schools and farms. 

The Foreign Relations Department was 
formed by the Joint War Organisation in 
May 1940 and took on responsibility for 

tracing displaced 
persons. It became 
necessary to have 
separate sections 
for different 
nationalities as the 
war progressed 
and more people were displaced. As Allied 
forces moved through Italy during 1944, a 
bureau was established by the British Red 
Cross for registering displaced persons. 
This method of tracing was recommended 
for other countries. From November 1944 
the Foreign Relations Department acted as 
the national tracing bureau for the United 
Kingdom for displaced people.

Second World War

August Kane and his wife 
Lizzie Kane holding letters and 
photographs from relatives with 
whom they were reunited with the 
help of the British Red cross after 
forty-four years. During the Second 
World War August Kane (then called 
Augusto Knfuktos) left his home 
in Lithuania and came to the UK. 
Mrs Kane contacted the British 
Red Cross for help in 1972. After 
three years of correspondence with 
the Soviet Red Cross, Mr Kane’s 
cousin was traced near Stuttgart. 
The case was re-opened in 1982, 
and Mr Kane was reunited with his 
sister Mrs Genevieve Keriene. The 
Soviet Red Cross also contacted 
the British Red Cross with six other 
relatives from Lithuania with whom 
Mr Kane was able to exchange 
letters and photographs. 1972-1982.
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Map showing Europe, used by the British Red Cross Message and Tracing team during and after the 
Second World War to help with establishing country of origin of people displaced by war. 1939-1940s. 

British Red Cross Our shared journey Exhibition catalogue 7



Basque Spanish refugees
The North Stoneham Camp in Hampshire 
for Basque refugees was established under 
the auspices of the Basque Children’s 
Committee in 1937 to care for the Basque 
refugee children who were escaping the 
Spanish Civil War. In May 1937 over nearly 
4,000 refugee children arrived in Britain on 
the ship Habana, they were taken to the 
North Stoneham Camp where British Red 
Cross volunteers provided help.

Hungarian refugees
The Hungarian Uprising in autumn 1956 
and the subsequent invasion by Soviet 
forces left over 2,500 Hungarians dead. A 
further 200,000 fled as refugees into Austria 
and Yugoslavia. The British Red Cross 
arranged for the transportation, reception, 
accommodation, and welfare of 7,500 
Hungarian refugees coming to the UK. 

Resettling refugees in the UK

Items used by British Red Cross VADs and 
medical staff at North Stoneham refugee camp 
for Basque refugees from the Spanish Civil War.

Cadbury’s Chocolate tin, given to each of the 
Hungarian refugees and British Red Cross Staff 
who were given a guided tour of the Cadbury’s 
factory. The refugees, mainly young women 
who might consider Cadbury’s an employment 
prospect, were encouraged to sample the 
products as they moved around the factory. 
This was one of the British Red Cross outings 
organised for refugees. 1956-1957.
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Bosnian refugees
As the conflict in the former Yugoslavia 
increased in intensity in 1992, significant 
numbers of refugees fled their homeland. 
On 6 November 1992, the Bosnia 
Programme was announced by the British 
Government to allow 1,000 refugees to 
enter the UK. Along with other agencies, 
the British Red Cross received funds to 
provide reception and accommodation. The 
British Red Cross ran reception centres in 
Rugby, Cambridge and Oxford. In addition 
to providing immediate accommodation 
and welfare support, help was given with 
the more practical tasks such as registering 
with the local doctor, enrolling children in 
schools, learning English, and applying for 
social security payments. The British Red 
Cross also handled requests from refugees 
to be reunited with their families and 
operated a tracing and message service.

British Red Cross Essex Branch 
President’s certificate awarded to the 
Colchester Centre for meritorious service 
towards Bosnian Refugees, 1994. 

Protective helmet with black trim, interior 
padding and under-chin fastening used by  
Mike Whitlam, Former Director General of the 
British Red Cross, during his visit to Sarajevo, 
Bosnia, c.1993.
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Vietnamese refugees
Hong Kong was one of the first places to grant asylum 
to refugees during the Vietnam War. By August 1979 it 
was accommodating 65,000 refugees in camps. 

In total, over 100,000 refugees passed through refugee camps 
run by the Hong Kong branch of the British Red Cross and 
around 19,000 came to the UK to be resettled. Both during and 
after the Vietnam War, the British Red Cross helped Vietnamese 
refugees in Hong Kong and the UK. Teams of volunteers trained 
in first aid and nursing, and equipped with blankets, nappies 
and drinks, met newly arrived refugees off the plane and 
accompanied them to reception centres. When refugees from 
Vietnam arrived in the UK, eight British Red Cross branches 
worked to provide a warm welcome and make the last leg of 
their long journey as comfortable as possible. 

Model junk boat made by Vietnamese boat people at Sungai Besi 
transit camp in Malaysia. The box is made from cigarette cartons, 1974.
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Photograph of Vietnamese refugee children in a classroom, 1980.

British Red Cross volunteers with Vietnamese refugees at Sopley 
Centre in Hampshire, 1979.
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Gulf crisis
The Gulf War of 1990-1 resulted in 
thousands of refugees fleeing to Jordan 
from Iraq and Kuwait. By August 1990 there 
were 160,000 refugees in Jordan. In August 
1990, the British Red Cross contributed 
£25,000 towards a major International Red 
Crescent operation to buy water distribution 
equipment, tents and ambulances as well 
as water engineers, doctors, nurses and 
relief staff. The relief work was carried out 
together with the Jordanian Red Crescent. 

Ethiopian famine
A widespread famine affected Ethiopia 
from 1983 to 1985 resulting in the 
starvation of millions. A programme of aid 
was run by the International Federation of 
the Red Cross, then the League of Red 
Cross Societies, in partnership with the 
Ethiopia Red Cross. The British Red Cross 
launched the Ethiopia Appeal and raised 
more than £1.7 million. 

Working with refugees overseas

Plaque gifted by the Jordan National Red 
Crescent Society to the British Red Cross for 
providing support during the Gulf Crisis and 
assisting refugees from Kuwait and Iraq. 1991. 

Model Pilatus plane made from a butter 
tin provided by the Red Cross. It was made 
by an Ethiopian refugee and gifted to Clare 
Bertschinger who was working as a ICRC field 
nurse in Ethiopia during the 1980s famine. The 
British Red Cross also had many delegates in 
Africa during the famine. 1985.
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Life Jacket, 2016

Life jacket with sewn-on patches designed 
by young refugees to represent their voices. 
Some of the patches express the fundamental 
principles of the Red Cross such as unity, 
independence, humanity, and universality. 
Others focus on themes considered important 
in life, like health, dignity, family, a future, 
education, safety, and coexisting.

The plight of those attempting to reach Europe 
by boat has inspired a number of artworks 
that use life jackets. The life jackets provided 
are often ineffective and offer little protection 
against long periods in the water.

The number of people fleeing their homes 
is currently the highest it has been since 
the Second World War. Since 2015, over 
1.5 million people fleeing their homes from 
countries including Syria, Afghanistan, 
Eritrea and Sudan have arrived in Europe. 
The British Red Cross has launched the 
Europe Refugee Crisis appeal and has 
helped partner Red Cross and Red Crescent 
organisations in Europe to support refugees. 
The British Red Cross has particularly helped 
Greece keep refugee children safe, provide 
clean water and give useful information to 
refugees. Food items, comforts and cash 
grants have also been provided.

In the UK, the British Red Cross provides 
refugee services in 58 towns and cities 
across the country. The Hackney Destitution 
Centre run by the British Red Cross provides 
help to refugees, asylum seekers and other 
vulnerable migrants. Relief provided includes 
food parcels, clothes, toiletries, blankets and 
baby items. Other services include travel 
vouchers, career advice, health care advice, 
adjusting to life in the UK, emotional support 
and family reunion.

The refugee crisis today
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A Journey by Boat, 2016 

Original drawing produced using pencil crayons and 
crayons. This is a canvas print of the drawing.

This drawing shows a young female refugee’s 
experience of crossing the Mediterranean Sea 
in a small and overcrowded boat. She can name 
every single person in the picture. A large group 
of people are huddled together on the deck of a 
ship. Most, but not all, are wearing life jackets. 

More than 5,000 people lost their lives crossing 
the Mediterranean Sea in 2016. The boats in which 
they attempt to cross are often overcrowded and 
not sea-worthy. Some people die of exposure and 
dehydration during the crossing. Others suffer burns 
or poisoning from sitting too close to the boats’ 
diesel engine.

The artwork was produced in a British Red Cross 
young refugee support centre in Kent.

Home, 2016

Made using clay and paint

Inspired by the ceramics of British artist Grayson 
Perry, CBE, young people from Eritrea created 
Home. The vase has a classical shape and 
is decorated with bright colours. It features 
scenes from their homeland, including a family 
holding hands and a market stall full of fruit and 
vegetables. Smaller depictions, which include 
camels, mountains, a school and a traditional 
Eritrean coffee ceremony, complement the larger 
scenes to represent some of the young artists’ 
most poignant memories of home. 

Very often, young people are forced to make 
perilous journeys to reach the UK because there 
are no safe or legal routes to find safety. Eritreans 
are the fourth-largest group of asylum seekers in 
the United Kingdom. Many people flee Eritrea to 
escape the indefinite conscription that can mean 
a lifetime of military service. 

On their route to safety, young Eritreans coming to 
the UK have braved the world’s deadliest migrant 
trail across the Sahara and the Mediterranean to 
Europe. Tragically, most of them know someone 
who has been kidnapped or tortured, or have lost 
someone who has drowned on this journey.
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Hygiene Pack, 2019. This is an example of a hygiene pack given out by the British Red Cross Hackney 
Destitution Centre during hygiene week in March 2019. Hygiene packs are given out once a month, during 
the last week of the month. 

Food Parcel, 2019. A regular food bank is provided by the British Red Cross Hackney Destitution Centre, 
allowing refugees and asylum seekers to select food they need to feed themselves and their families. These 
are some of the food items included in a food parcel. Vegetables, fruit, bread and cake are also included.
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Still an Ordeal – The Move on Period for New Refugees, 2018 

In 2018, the British Red Cross published a new report to highlight the 
problem refugees face moving from asylum support to mainstream 
benefits and employment within a 28-day period afforded to them by the 
Home Office. The British Red Cross is recommending that the move-on 
period is extended to at least 56 days, more support should be provided 
to newly recognised refugees to navigate the move-on period and apply 
for Universal Credit, and ensure that newly recognised refugees are able 
to open bank accounts more quickly and easily.

1

When a person is recognised as a refugee in the UK, having successfully applied for 
asylum, they are granted a 28 day grace period to ‘move-on’ from asylum support 
provided by the Home Office. In this time they must find alternative accommodation, 
arrange receipt of mainstream benefits and/or find a job.

For many newly recognised refugees, 28 days 
simply isn’t long enough to successfully move-on. 
Unacceptable numbers of newly recognised 
refugees are left without food and shelter due to 
delays and mistakes in receiving documentation, 
barriers to opening bank accounts, and difficulties 
in accessing welfare systems. As a result many fall 
between the two systems and into crisis.

In 2014, the British Red Cross published research 
that showed that the move-on period was an 
ordeal for new refugees. Despite positive policy 

changes in the intervening years, in the first six 
months of 2018, the British Red Cross supported 
9,469 destitute refugees and people seeking 
asylum. This is an increase of 2% compared to 
the first half of 2017. Of those, nearly one in five 
had refugee status. As this new report shows, 
the move-on period is still an ordeal and further 
changes, including extending the move-on period, 
are now needed. 

Read the full report here:  
http://bit.ly/BRC28days

British Red Cross recommends that:

1 The move-on period for newly recognised refugees should be extended to at least  
56 days. 

2 The level of support and accessibility of information provided to newly recognised 
refugees to help them navigate the move-on period should be improved.

3 Refugees should be able to navigate the application process for Universal Credit  
with support as required and payments should be made as soon as possible.

4 Newly recognised refugees should be able to quickly and easily open bank accounts.

Still an ordeal: the move-on 
period for new refugees 
Report summary
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Refugees give back
Refugees have made, and continue to 
make, significant cultural, social, and 
economic contributions to life in the UK, 
from contributing to community-building 
projects to becoming prominent figures 
in society.

Many refugees have become volunteers with 
the British Red Cross, helping others the 
same way they were helped. These examples 
show how settled and newly arrived 
communities can live and work together, 
and how collaboration between people from 
different backgrounds has strengthened 
British communities. Refugees contribute to 
diversity in the UK, and by finding common 
ground around the values we share we can 
build a better tomorrow together. 

Illustration by Dima Nachawi.

To mark the five-year point for the conflict 
in Syria in 2916, the British Red Cross 
launched the project Postcards for Syria. 
This included a collection of works by 
artists, celebrities, and schoolchildren 
commissioned by the British Red Cross and 
designed along the themes of home, hope 
and humanity. Syrian refugees, including 
prominent Syrian artists, are among those 
who created images for the project. The 
artwork was auctioned and the funds raised 
went towards supporting relief work in Syria 
and the region.

Dima Nachawi is a Syrian artist based 
in London. Nachawi has worked as an 
illustrator and animator in animation 
companies for five years. She also worked 
as a freelancer for several magazines and 
online children sites. 

Image © Dima Nachawi.

Image © Planet News Limited.

Cake baked by Hungarian Refugees for the Royal 
Family, 31 December 1956.

Vietnamese refugees joining the Junior Red 
Cross, 1980.
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Timeline of British Red Cross 
work with refugees

Turco-Greek War. A total 
of £5,604 was provided 
by the National Society 
to Turkey and Greece. 

Much of the money was 
spent on clothing and food 

distribution for refugees 
rather than on wounded 
soldiers who were felt to 

be less in need.

1897

Greek-Turkish population exchange. The British 
Red Cross offered aid to Greek refugees during the 
population exchange. Hospitals were set up in the 
refugee camps and supplies sent out to meet the 

medical and sanitary needs of the camps. 

1923

First World War. The British Red 
Cross helped refugees in France, 

Belgium, Egypt, Palestine, Salonika, 
Corfu, Mesopotamia and northern 

Prussia. Help was provided to 
Belgian refugees who arrived in the 
UK. Additional work was done in 

Switzerland and Malta, particularly 
after the armistice. 

1914-1919

Second World War. The British 
Red Cross played an important role 
in the reunion of families separated 

because of the war. 

1939-1945

Spanish Civil War. Over nearly 4000 
Basque refugee children arrived in 
the UK in 1937. British Red Cross 

volunteers provided help in the North 
Stoneham Camp for the refugees.

1936-1939
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Vietnam War. From 1975 and 
through the 1980s, over 100,000 

refugees passed through a refugee 
camp run by the Hong Kong 

branch of the British Red Cross. 
Around 19,000 came to the UK to 
be resettled. The British Red Cross 

helped Vietnamese refugees in Hong 
Kong and the UK

Famine in Africa. The British Red Cross launched its own appeal to supplement 
the Disasters Emergency Committee (DEC) in 1894, this raised £19.4 million in three 
months. The British Red Cross later launched its own appeal, substantial funds and 

shipments of wheat, sugar, and edible oils were sent. The British Red Cross also 
undertook a five-year relief project in Sudan where the problems of famine were 

exacerbated by the large number of refugees from Chad and Ethiopia.

1965-1975

1980-1989

Hungarian uprising. The 
British Red Cross arranged for 
the transportation, reception, 

accommodation, and welfare of 
7,500 Hungarian refugees coming 

to the UK. 

Gulf Crisis. The Gulf War of 1990-
1 resulted in thousands of refugees 

fleeing from Kuwait and Iraq to 
Jordan. The British Red Cross worked 

with the Jordanian Red Crescent to 
provide aid to the refugees.

1956 1991

Conflict in former Yugoslavia. A significant 
number of refugees fled their homeland and 

the British Government allowed 1000 Bosnian 
refugees to enter the UK. The British Red Cross 

set up receptions centres for the refugees. 

1972

The London Refugee 
Unit was established, 
working in partnership 

with United Nations High 
Commissioner (UNHCR), 

the Home Office and 
local authorities. 

1989 1991-1995

Continued overleaf

Expulsion of Ugandan Asians. 
In 1972 Ugandan President Idi 

Amin expelled 60,000 Asians who 
were not Ugandan citizens. The 

British Red Cross volunteers helped 
thousands of the Asians when they 

arrived in the UK.
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2015-present

The British Red Cross published its report Still 
an ordeal: The move on period for new refugees 
to highlight the problem refugees face moving 
from asylum support in the UK to mainstream 

benefits and employment within a 28-day period 
afforded to them by the Home Office. 

1992

2010 2018

Genocide in Rwanda. The DEC 
launched an appeal on BBC1 and ITV. 

The British Red Cross sent 23 relief 
flights and 55 skilled delegates to the 
region. In Rwanda, medical personnel 

were joined by relief administrators, 
engineers, truck drivers and an 

experienced security advisor to make 
a total of 19 delegates.

Since 2015, over 1.5 million people 
fleeing their homes from countries 
including Syria, Afghanistan, Eritrea 
and Sudan have arrived in Europe. 

The British Red Cross has launched 
the Europe Refugee Crisis appeal and 
has helped partner other Red Cross 

and Red Crescent national societies in 
Europe to support refugees.

1994

2017-present

Violence against Myanmar’s Rohingya people 
since 2017 has resulted in more than 706,000 

people fleeing their homes in Myanmar to 
Bangladesh. The British Red Cross has 

partnered with the Bangladesh Red Crescent 
to support more than 254,000 people with 

emergency aid such as clean water, food and 
medical care. British Red Cross specialists have 
also been working in the camps building toilets 

and promoting sanitation and hygiene.

2006

The British Red Cross published two 
reports concerning refugees in the 
UK: The move-on period: an ordeal 

for new refugees and The Azure 
Payment Card: The Humanitarian 

Cost of a Cashless System.

2014

Lebanon War. The British Red Cross 
helped over 65,000 refugees affected 

by conflict in Lebanon and Israel.

Somalia Civil War and famine. 
By the summer of 1992, 4,000 

people a day were dying in Somalia. 
Refugees fled to Red Cross refugee 
camps across the border in Kenya. 

The largest of these, Utange, 
housed around 18,000 refugees. An 

additional 15,000 lodged outside. 
The British Red Cross supported the 
ICRC by sending vital aid and funded 

all the supplies and necessary 
equipment for 60 of the 900 kitchens 

feeding 1.5 million people daily.

The British Red Cross launched 
its report Not Gone but Forgotten 

highlighting the problem of destitution 
amongst asylum seekers in the UK.
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