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Introduction

One of my most abiding memories of around the year 2000 was get-
ting into a car with three friends and driving from one protest about the 
opening of a direct provision Centre in Cork to another. We wanted to 
ensure that not all the people present were protesting and to let it be 
known that we welcomed asylum seekers. I remember, in particular, one 
man saying to me, ‘it’s all very well for you, you don’t live here’ and an-
other said ‘go on, get out of here, you are not welcome, you and your black 
friends’. I felt angry. Not just because I  lived about three minutes from 
where we had the conversation, but because I couldn’t find the words to 
respond to such blatant ignorance, inhumanity and racism. I was shocked 
and upset, but it served only to strengthen my resolve to fight for the 
rights of asylum seekers coming to Ireland. I’ve been asked to write this 
section from the perspective of ‘an activist’. This is, therefore, a personal 
reflection; it is my opinion and experience only, it is not a historical 
account or a research paper. That is for others to write.

Early Days

In the mid-1990s I worked as a development worker in Bolivia for two 
years. When I left Ireland it was a white, homogenous society with tiny 
immigration rates. When I came back in 1996, the country had changed 
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dramatically. Immigration had grown from 30,000 in 1994 to 44,500 
in 1997 and was 67,000 by 2002. That included a large increase in the 
number of asylum seekers coming to Ireland. Before I  lived in Bolivia 
I  had been a member of Comhlámh, an organization supporting Irish 
Development workers. While I  had learned a great deal at university, 
my real political awakening began with the Cork Branch of Comhlámh. 
There, I found people who had a radical analysis about the world from 
political, socio-economic, environmental, intercultural and cultural per-
spectives. It was a very empowering place for a young activist because the 
organization did, and still does try, to live by its principles of participa-
tion and empowerment. It was a natural place for me to return to after my 
time in Bolivia. A group of us established CARASI (Comhlámh Action 
on Refugees, Asylum Seekers and Immigrants) and provided anti-racism 
training to anyone who would have us, on a voluntary basis. Along the 
way, and in collaboration with activists from other organizations and sec-
tors in Cork, we educated ourselves with powerful anti-racism workshops 
run by creative facilitators such as Vicki Donnelly and Sharon Murphy 
of the Galway One World Centre. Their work should be recognized in 
its own right. These workshops informed our personal understandings 
of racism but importantly, they also gave us a collective understanding 
which strengthened our work. An account of these workshops can be 
found in Comhlámh’s Focus Magazine written by one participant, Dr 
Angela Veale, a psychology lecturer at University College Cork (Veale 
2001: 44–45).

There was a tension in the country. While the story I told at the outset 
was extreme, it was by no means unique and there was an undercurrent 
of ‘not in our back yard’ in many communities. On the other hand, there 
were many individuals, groups and organizations who were working hard 
in different ways to combat such views. I remember a large group of people 
coming together at, what we called Number 16, an office belonging to 
UCC. It was there that Cork activists interested in setting up a space to 
support asylum seekers, refugees and migrant workers, came together to talk 
and plan. In time, this led to the foundation of Nasc, the Irish Immigrant 
Support Centre, in a small building provided to the group by the Sisters 
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of Mercy in Sharman Crawford Street. Nasc is the Irish word for ‘link’, 
the name was first proposed by Dr Piaras Mac Éinrí, an Irish speaker and 
lecturer in Migration Studies at UCC. The first coordinator of the centre 
was Brendan Hennessey. Along with Fr Fachtna O’Driscoll of the SMA 
Fathers, these three were instrumental in the establishment of Nasc, which 
was initially funded by the SMA.

At this time I was working in a partnership organization in County 
Cork. Part of my job was to work with newly arriving asylum seekers. I re-
member going to a meeting in a community hall in a rural area the day 
before a busload of asylum seekers were to arrive in a local hotel. There was 
a large number of people and tremendous disquiet. At the same time there 
was a small group asking ‘how can we support them?’ Since I was sitting at 
the top of the room as part of my job, I was grateful to them. I happen to 
have known them from my Comhlámh days. These activist voices are often 
disliked; it’s not easy to stand up when you live next door to people. It is 
courageous and important for both the people who are voiceless and to 
the wider community who may not yet have had the chance to be exposed 
to alternative views. I remember many years later, that same community 
were horrified that a family were to be deported. They had moved on. It 
helped that the boys were stars in the local GAA teams. They thought that 
surely ‘this family was different’. I told them that, unfortunately, this was 
by no means unique. All asylum seekers lived with the ever-present fear 
of deportation.

Director of Nasc, the Irish Immigrant Support Centre

I later worked for around eight years at Nasc, first as a project officer and 
later as director, in the late 1990s and early 2000s. It was in this position 
that I  really learned about the impact of the asylum system and direct 
provision on the many people who came looking for advice, support and 
solidarity. There were many traumatic stories but I  remember too the 
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strength, resilience and desire to contribute to Irish society of those living 
in direct provision. Here, I share some of the difficult and the positive 
memories.

Cork Airport

There were many occasions when friends of people arriving at the airport 
called me at my office or home, to say that somebody was unable to get 
through immigration at the airport. One of these stories involved a call at 
midnight from a traumatized woman. Her husband, whom she had not 
seen for seven years, had arrived in Ireland to claim asylum. He had with 
him his 10-year-old child. The child was taken by immigration and given 
to his mother whom he had not seen for seven years. His father was put in 
Cork prison. The mother and child came to my office, fortunately near my 
house. The little boy was terrified and we had to reassure him that his father 
had done nothing wrong. I rang the prison the next morning, Sunday, and 
made an arrangement for the couple to meet. A meeting was arranged; the 
couple sat at opposite sides of a table and were not allowed to make con-
tact. I sat on one side, embarrassed, with a prison officer. She asked me if 
I was being paid extra for these hours. I looked at her incomprehensibly. 
Fortunately, the following day I was able, along with a member of my staff, 
to meet the prison governor, who was helpful and warm. He asked me 
what he should do now. I suggested he contact the relevant authority to 
say this man was claiming asylum. He did. I am sure that man would be 
so proud now if he saw the incredible success of that family, happily living 
and working in Ireland with four beautiful children, ten years on.

Would this happen today? Two weeks ago I was getting a routine form 
stamped at a Garda station in Cork. As I waited for assistance, a man from 
an African country was brought in. He asked why he had been apprehended 
and that he needed some food. The Garda said ‘this is not a hotel, it’s a Garda 
station and you will be put in a cell’. The man said ‘why?’ The Garda said 
‘you know why, you don’t have your papers’. The man asked for his bible. 
I wondered if he was seeking asylum and didn’t know the words to use.



Beyond Ribbon Cutting: A Personal Reflection 151

Trafficking

Another story is from a village in West Cork. A woman arrived at my office 
distraught, afraid and accompanied by an Irish man who was trying to 
help her. She had been brought to Ireland by a Cork publican, offered em-
ployment and a work permit. At this point, around a year later, her papers 
had expired and she was living in a room, which was locked when she was 
not working. I thought, perhaps, we could regularize her working condi-
tions or bring her into the asylum system. When I rang the Department 
of Trade and Enterprise the officer was immediately suspicious. He said of 
the woman, not of the man, ‘these women come into the country and do 
all sorts of things’. I did not feel comfortable sharing her name and sought 
other routes with organizations working with trafficked women.

Another dark night, a woman arrived with blood running down her 
legs. After many phone calls we couldn’t find a bed for the night, we brought 
her to a hospital because there was nowhere else to go. On the way home, 
we happened to bump into a government minister who was in his car with 
a driver. I asked him what specifically we should do for this woman, right 
here, right now, this night. He didn’t answer.

State Departments and Agencies

It’s hard to sum this up when you are talking about seven years of daily 
contact with one department or another, so I’ll give just a few ex-
amples: Like the day a new staff member at the Department of Education 
rang and asked me for information about education policy for asylum 
seekers and refugees in Ireland. She couldn’t find one. Or, the times when 
health authorities used to ring us asking for volunteer translators in hos-
pitals or at doctors’ surgeries. We did have a panel of amazing volunteers. 
I remember at some stage having to say ‘no’ as this was the only way we 
would eventually get the State to take on board its statutory duties. This 
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highlights something one grapples with as an activist. If you fill the gaps 
then it lets the State off the hook, but if you don’t, often nothing happens 
and there is still a person in front of you needing assistance or support.

Then there were the ongoing difficulties of dealing with the Department 
of Justice, Equality and Law Reform. One story, which ran over a number 
of months, involved a woman who had cancer and was living in direct 
provision. Despite her having the right to move out, after the expansion 
of the EU, it took months of phone calls, letters and emails to try to get 
the Departments of Justice and Social Welfare to help this woman find 
solace in her dying months. Great credit is due to my colleague, Amanda 
Mellett, for her deep commitment, under difficult circumstances, in sup-
porting this woman, during her darkest moments. Like many, she went 
far beyond the call of duty. After her death, Amanda fed the cat until she 
found him a home. There were many committed people like Amanda who 
fought difficult battles. There are many untold stories of which a short 
account can never do justice.

Another incident involved the death of a man in a direct provision 
centre, due I believe, to a drug overdose. A staff member at the direct pro-
vision centre reported this to me because she felt that he had not received 
the necessary supports. She provided, literally, a suitcase full of evidence 
relating to this and other incidents, which had shocked her. I supported 
this person to report the incidents to the relevant authorities, including 
the Ombudsman. I informed the new board at Nasc, a more professional 
board which funders had sought as we attracted increased funding. As 
I read those emails to them, I now still feel a huge sense of responsibility 
to this man whom I never met. My overriding feeling then, and now, was 
‘if not you or me, then who fights for this human being?’ But I was glad 
that I was able to be of some assistance to the whistle blower. Not long 
after these events I left Nasc.

I was happy to have left the organization in a secure position. At one 
point we had nine staff and funding for campaigns and projects. At that 
point we had approximately 250 to 300 clients coming on a daily basis 
and a vibrant group of active members and volunteers. For the first few 
years as Director I worked alone with the help of volunteers. I was de-
lighted to welcome Susan Mackey as a part-time, highly able administrator. 
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As a committed social justice advocate, I probably worked too hard. It 
required great resolve and hard work for many years. Because of the vi-
brant volunteer base, people thought Nasc was bigger than it was. People 
who came later didn’t know how incredibly difficult it was in the first few 
years. Supporting clients on a daily basis, attending sub-group meetings, 
developing strategic plans, attending meetings with funders, fulfilling their 
reporting requirements, dealing with auditors, attending meetings in Cork 
and around the country, leading campaigns, dealing with the media and 
the countless requests from academics, students, organizations wishing 
to learn, did, indeed, take its toll. Many in the voluntary sector will know 
this experience. There isn’t always a recognition or understanding of the 
high level of skill, compassion, knowledge and efficiency required. There 
is not the protection of layers of bureaucratic decision-making levels you 
find in other sectors. We got things done. The voluntary sector has its own 
problems, but what sector doesn’t? At this time our chairperson, Mariam 
Olusoji, then in direct provision, now a successful graduate of the King’s 
Inns, was an incredible support, as was Piaras Mac Éinrí, who returned as 
chairperson at a later stage, and numerous other volunteers.

Personal Stories

Needless to say, over seven years I met hundreds of asylum seekers with 
personal stories and experiences. It is not for me to tell their stories, but 
just to give a flavour of some of the common experiences. Some people 
were coming to our clinics to just find out more about living in Ireland, 
about doing voluntary work, about accessing education and other ser-
vices, to ask about counselling, social outlets, English classes and so on. 
Mostly, people were at different stages in their asylum applications and 
needed assistance or explanations. There were endless issues with living in 
direct provision; not being able to work, food, fears for children, feeling 
imprisoned, psychological trauma, mental health, depression, fear of 
deportation, feeling like life was on hold and so on. When some were 
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granted refugee status, there were celebrations, but then there was the 
next part of the difficult journey of finding housing, work or education 
and training.

Unfortunately, on many days there were also the very difficult stories, 
women who had been gang raped multiple times in war situations; men who 
had been tortured in detention centres, graphic details of torture to teeth, 
genitals and being hung by their hands; people trying to find lost family 
members; women who had fled from the prospect of female genital muti-
lation; people who had experienced religious persecution; women asking 
about abortion, domestic violence services or how to deal with Cork men 
propositioning them in direct provision centres; children and teenagers 
translating for parents about issues not suitable for young ears or caring for 
their parent when they should have been in school and enjoying childhood.

Then there was the humility of coming to ask for references. People 
did everything they could to be seen to be worthy applicants to the Irish 
government. They were often afraid to speak in public. References mat-
tered to them. People had to go around looking for references to say they 
were good people. It was shameful and degrading.

It must be remembered too that alongside all of this, we had to deal 
with stories in the media or from some locals who asked why asylum seekers 
were getting mobile phones and cars from social welfare. These opinions 
were so ridiculous and remote from reality that it was simply farcical. But 
they were widely believed and this was just in the early 2000s.

The work we were doing was also inspiring, worthwhile and important. 
I certainly felt a joy when I or a colleague, was able to support people indi-
vidually in some way. It was heart-warming too to see the dedication of volun-
teers who put in many unseen and unpaid hours. Sometimes the recognition 
goes to the most publicly known, but the quiet daily work behind the scenes 
really matters. But you were appreciated and our collective efforts did make 
a difference. When we lost our home at Sharman Crawford Street and were 
literally homeless as an organization it continued because a tiny number of 
people carried on even without an office. When we opened our shiny new 
home in Mary Street there were celebrations and applause, but what it took 
to get there was an incredible achievement. People do it because of their deep 
sense of justice. They don’t ask for the applause but I am glad it was given.
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People may not have always seen the impact of their contribution, but 
over time a sense of collective action emerged. There was often a buzzing, 
dynamic and welcoming atmosphere. There were information and legal 
clinics for people to attend but different sub-groups also emerged and were 
very engaged. The three pronged approach of information/legal advice, 
community development and policy and campaigning, was a good model. 
It provided the day-to-day supports needed but also attended to the vital 
long-term work of integration and development of communities. This is 
slower and in a way less visible work, but as Paolo Freire would say, trans-
formation takes place in dialogue with others and taking informed action. 
While important, the information and legal clinics alone would never have 
achieved the kind of community capacity building, sense of belonging and 
collective actions that took place. With the policy and campaigning group, 
for instance, we ran several campaigns and a wide range of policy positions. 
I still have the packs from the direct provision campaign. When I look at 
our demands now I see that many are the same, fifteen years on. We also 
had a strong family reunification campaign. While we didn’t succeed with 
these campaigns, the country-wide dissemination of information was im-
portant and raised significant awareness. We also provided training work-
shops to asylum seekers on voting in the local elections, this work made 
an impact. We carried out significant research in the fields of education, 
employment and enterprise. This involved in-depth consultative sessions 
with asylum seekers and other stakeholders in Cork, public seminars and 
conferences. Many of the recommendations in the final report from this 
process are still worth reading today.

I am proud too that along with some legal volunteers we actively lob-
bied, along with other organizations and groups, against the 2004 citi-
zenship referendum. If the Irish people had not voted by almost 80 per 
cent in favour of amending the Constitution to eliminate the automatic 
right to citizenship for anyone born in Ireland, we might not have had a 
group of primary school children campaigning to keep their 9-year-old 
classmate in Ireland in 2018. Although he was born in Ireland and never 
lived anywhere else, he and his mother are facing deportation to China as 
I write this reflection. It was always inevitable that this would happen and 
there will most certainly be others facing the same problem. As a country, 
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we should listen more to groups who are close to an issue, and not live in 
uninformed fear, which serves often to hurt other human beings. We do, 
I think, need stronger political and civic education, although it is encour-
aging that 9-year-olds are leading the way.

We also had the development education group and social and cultural 
sub-groups which were vibrant and inspiring. Members were involved with 
many projects over the years. They made a film on direct provision for the 
European Year of Culture in 2005, with the ever-industrious Eddie and 
Emma at Frameworks film-making. Also, for the European year of culture, a 
writing group wrote a book of short stories. They attended training sessions 
such as Training for Transformation, Pedagogy of the Oppressed drama 
workshops, Development Education or the very popular, Irish language 
classes. They helped UCC students understand the reasons they had been 
forced to leave their own countries. Working in pairs with UCC migra-
tion studies students they wrote two training manuals, facilitated by June 
Barry, another person with a lifelong commitment to social justice activism.

The Speaker’s Panel were a particularly strong group. We provided in-
depth training to people who wished to speak about asylum and refugee 
(or migrant worker) experiences, issues and rights in public. This was an 
extremely successful project and one which could be replicated for any 
similar group wishing to articulate their own voice. In the earlier days, 
there were fears about speaking in public and no doubt there still are, for 
people living in direct provision. I am proud too of the intensive training 
workshops we provided to the newly established minority ethnic groups 
beginning then to emerge in Cork.

Today 

Since those days in the early 2000s I could write many other stories about 
activist life in Cork. It is great to see the younger generation who grew 
up in direct provision making their voices heard. These are incredible 
young people who we should be privileged to have amongst us. It’s great 
to be part of the University of Sanctuary committee at UCC and wit-
ness senior management efforts to include asylum seekers and refugees. 
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However, my own recent activism has been to support Syrian refugees 
coming into Ireland. Unfortunately, my over-riding feeling is one of des-
pair. The Irish government is not taking in the numbers of refugees they 
said they would and the promised 4,000 is not enough in the first place. 
The manner in which people are being housed is badly planned and im-
plemented. I have discussed this with the minister responsible for inte-
gration (David Stanton) on radio and in person. He knows our views. 
We need strong political leadership to protect newly arriving refugees. 
Worse, there is very little powerful lobbying on this matter on behalf of 
refugees.

We have to continue to educate and challenge dominant views about 
protection for refugees. If we haven’t learned from our own history of 
emigration, from recent revelations about past abuses in institutional care 
in this country, from the experience of whistle blowers who were telling 
truths even when maligned and persecuted, when will we learn? We ask 
how could these past events happen and blame what we now see as primi-
tive dark repressive times. At least, then, we might forgive a less educated, 
less travelled, less informed society. On our watch, what is the excuse? 
What are we afraid of ? Who is benefiting? Who is making money? It’s 
embarrassing to have to still talk about this over twenty years after the first 
protests about direct provision. I would never have dreamed we would still 
be here. I do have to say that I write in anger and believe that as a society 
we should hang our heads in shame. But I am happy that now I research 
and teach development and citizenship education at UCC because my 
strong belief is that Ireland needs to talk about our education system. A re-
search paper I carried out with eighty migrant workers in the early 2000s 
had an interesting finding: Most interviewees said Ireland needs stronger 
civic education. In 2001 a similar piece of research for a book chapter with 
asylum seekers, had similar findings. We are good at celebrating diversity 
at parties and events and cutting ribbons. That has its place. But we must 
be better than this. We must get our hands dirty.




