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AN OVERVIEW
The serious increase in long-term confl icts around the world has seen a 
staggering rise in the number of people forced to fl ee their homes. Families 
face unimaginably hard choices, such as having to escape without their loved 
ones. In other cases, they may lose them in the chaotic journey to safety.

The Red Cross is committed to helping people through the terrifying ordeal 
of fl eeing confl icts and disasters. Reuniting families who have been torn apart 
is a big part of this, and many of those we help are parents and children 
desperately trying to fi nd each other again. Our work includes tracing and 
locating loved ones and supporting them during their reunion and adjustment 
to living in a new country. With the growing number of refugees across the 
globe, this service is more vital now than ever.

UK: 

REUNITING FAMILIES DIVIDED 
BY CONFLICT AND DISASTER 

SUPPORTING REFUGEES AND VICTIMS OF TRAFFICKING 



WHO IS AFFECTED?
Worldwide, 65.3 million people have been forced to 
fl ee their homes – that’s more than the population 
of the UK. The majority stay in their own countries 
but 21.3 million people have fl ed to other nations. 
Tragically, over half are under 18 years old.1 Given 
what they have been through, many refugees have 
complex needs, yet arrive to the reality that there is 
little support available to them.

The estimated 117,234 refugees living in the UK 
make up less than one per cent of the total 
population. Despite this small fi gure, refugees still 
struggle to gain access to a system that is too 
complex and inaccessible for those newly arrived
in a foreign country.  

WHAT IS LIFE LIKE FOR FAMILIES 
DIVIDED BY CONFLICT AND DISASTER?
Many refugees arrive in the UK alone after becoming 
separated from their families. Others, having faced 
violence and torture, are urged by family and friends 
to escape to safety. They do so reluctantly, knowing 
they will have to bear the pain of not seeing their loved 
ones again for many years. 

With few ways to communicate along migration 
routes, it can often be extremely diffi cult to reconnect 

1 Source: UNHCR: unhcr.org/uk/fi gures-at-a-glance

with lost relatives. People’s situations can then be 
made even more complicated once they arrive in 
the UK, where they can face a wait of months or 
even years while their cases are considered by the 
authorities. Many also have to deal with poverty and 
even destitution, as they are not allowed to work 
while also lacking adequate fi nancial support. 

Once refugee status has been granted, refugees can 
legally bring their spouse and children to live with 
them. However, the process is long and complicated, 
and refusal rates for family reunifi cation are only 
increasing. Legal aid for family reunion was withdrawn 
in 2013, leaving refugees with the diffi cult job of 
navigating the confusing legal system on their own. 

While they do their best to move forward with their 
applications, refugees in the UK are forced to accept 
the continued agony of being separated from loved 
ones. Many people will not see their relatives for 
several years. This sadly means that parents cannot 
watch their children grow up, nor help them to cope 
with the harrowing events they have experienced. 
Traumatised children are living without parents, in 
diffi cult situations away from home. 

Despite facing such immense hardships, many 
refugees keep going in the hope of being reunited 
with their family.

All refugees should be allowed to fulfi l their 
right to family reunifi cation in the UK. They 
should receive help in navigating the complex 
legal system and be given travel assistance 
to help them bring their loved ones to safety. 
Giving refugees the opportunity to reunite with 
their families will ensure they have the chance 
at a happy and productive new start, with the 
comfort of knowing their loved ones are safe. 
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OUR WORK IN NUMBERS

34,000 people are being forced to leave 
their homes worldwide every day2  – roughly 
24 people every minute. The total number 
of refugees is around 21.3 million. This 
level of forced migration was last seen during 
the Second World War.

The British Red Cross is now the biggest 
provider of refugee support in the UK – 
reaching more than 19,000 people 
every year in 60 towns and cities.  

At any one time our family tracing teams 
are helping around 2,500 people. 

The demand for our international family tracing 
around the UK has increased by 26 per cent 
from 2015 to 2016. 

In 2016 we helped reunite 1,606 children 
with their parents through travel assistance. 

2    Source: UNHCR: Figures at a Glance, unhcr.org/uk/fi gures-at-a-glance
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When government forces attacked Marie’s 
home in the Ivory Coast — all because of her 
father’s friendship with the former president - 
Marie jumped out of a window, barely missing 
a bullet which caught the side of her knee. 
Her house was burnt down: an attack that 
killed her father and injured her siblings. 

Fearing for her life, Marie had to escape in 
secret. She left behind two children, Erica (9) 
and Adrian (7), who were in another part of 
town. Once she got refugee status in the UK, 
Marie turned to the British Red Cross to guide 
her quickly through the family reunion process.

“The same people that came for my father 
were looking for my children too. I had to get 
them out of danger,” she said.

After four long years apart, Marie fi nally met 
her children at Manchester airport.

“It’s been so hard,” Marie refl ected, as she 
anxiously waited for her children to walk 
through the arrivals gate. “I can go without 
money, I can go without food, but I need my 
kids. It’s like your breath.”

She fi nally feels she can look forward to the 
future. “I’m fi ghting. I want to work, I want my 
children to be happy and have a good life. 
My life starts today”.

MARIE’S STORY
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money, I can go without food, but I need my 
kids. It’s like your breath.”

She fi nally feels she can look forward to the 
future. “I’m fi ghting. I want to work, I want my 
children to be happy and have a good life. 
My life starts today”.

I can go without 
money, I can go 
without food, but 
I need my kids. 
It’s like your breath.



WHAT CAN THE BRITISH RED CROSS DO? 

Trace family members through the international family 
tracing service, which is one of the Red 
Cross’ longest running programmes, 
having started in 1955. Working through 
the Red Cross and Red Crescent 

Movement’s 190 National Societies, this service is well 
placed to track and reunite separated families no matter 
how far apart they end up.  

Help refugees with the legal process to reunite with 
family members. Our trained caseworkers 
and legal partners guide refugees through 
the process, so that those who have 
already suffered so much are not denied 

their right to be with their families. We provide the 
financial and legal means to support refugees to be 
reunited with their loved ones.

Provide travel assistance to families who would 
otherwise not be able to afford flights, 
particularly as many refugees are not 
allowed to work when they arrive in the 
UK. This will prevent refugees getting into 
serious and sometimes dangerous debt to 

fund travel for their loved ones and also decreases the 
on-going risks to separated family members, as they 
are reunited much quicker than they would have been 
without Red Cross support.  

Support families to adapt to a new life in the UK. 
Reunion is not the end of the story. Many 
families are scarred by the violence they 
have seen and experienced, and rebuilding 
a life in a completely different country is 

extremely difficult. We offer practical support, including 
helping people become familiar with their surroundings 
and connected with their local communities. At the 
same time, we help people access health care, 
counselling, education and employment. This support 
gives people who have fled conflict and disasters the 
chance to start a new, successful and happy life.

Lobby for change through our advocacy work around 
family reunion. We lobby in Parliament 
to reinstate public support for family 
reunion, emphasising that it is an issue of 
protecting vulnerable people rather than a 
matter of immigration. We also work with 

government departments to simplify the process.

   £150,000 would pay for five 
caseworkers who could support up to 
1,500 vulnerable refugees per year by 
signposting them to appropriate legal 
advice, helping them to gain travel 
assistance for their loved ones and 
acting as a safe point of contact for 
them in the UK.

   £50,000 would provide 62 
families with the legal support they 
need to complete the complex family 
reunion process and reunite with their 
loved ones.

   £20,000 would cover the cost of 
specialist help for 35 reunited refugee 
families as they recover from the 
trauma of their experiences and  
adapt to life in a new country.

   £10,000 would support 17 
families through the complexities of the 
application process from start to finish.

   £5,000 would fund the flights for 
three families to be reunited and begin 
their new life together in the UK.

   £3,000 would fund a series of 
counselling sessions to help refugees 
deal with the psychological trauma of 
their experiences.

WITH YOUR SUPPORT:

The British Red Cross Society, incorporated by Royal Charter 1908, is a charity 
registered in England and Wales (220949), Scotland (SC037738) and Isle of Man (0752).


