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GrowTH can transform the lives of guests because we all work together.  
We are grateful to:

Our partner agencies across Tower Hamlets that refer guests into our shelter and 
help us secure more permanent accommodation for guests. Some agencies have 
worked with us since we first opened our doors in 2010. Thank you.

The 21 churches and community centres that worked together to provide a 
welcoming night shelter for seven months of the year. You all gave a significant 
amount of resources in buildings, time and money through the season. Thank you.

The estimated 450+ volunteers that ran the shelter. You are the friendly face on the 
door, the cook behind the hot meals, the behind-the-scenes ‘maker of beds’, the rota 
organiser and the support to our guests in the shelter! Thank you.

Whatever your part in GrowTH this year, we appreciate you. Together we are learning 
to follow the Church’s ancient call to “remember the poor” (Galatians 2:10).

3075 bed spaces for guests

6150 hot meals provided

148 homeless men and 
women given shelter

56 assisted into more 
permanent accommodation

43 assisted into further 
temporary shelter

39 (at least) engaged with a 
Bible study or church service
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“ The shelter (GrowTH) came at the right  
time when it appeared there was no hope.”

“ What you are doing is a good job, it 
keeps us from the streets so keep it up.”

“ We lucky to be able to sleep indoors.”

 Feedback from night shelter guests, 2016-17 

NIGHT SHELTER

Beds laid out at St Matthias  
Community Centre, Poplar.
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It all began at a prayer meeting...
Seven years ago various leaders from different churches in Tower Hamlets 
were meeting to pray. One leader shared about how successful a very small 
week-long shelter had been in their church hall over the previous winter. Other 
leaders felt like it was time to start new initiatives to serve those affected by 
poverty and homelessness locally. As a result the charity GrowTH was formed 
to coordinate this new initiative. 

Right from the beginning, partner churches shared the conviction that this 
would be a project to meet both practical and spiritual needs. With the 
resources of buildings and volunteers, churches have the ability to meet 
practical needs. As Christian communities, churches have the ability to meet 
spiritual needs.

Learning from others, we adopted a ‘rolling night shelter’ model that was being 
used effectively in other parts of London. Each night of the week a different 
church hosts the shelter, then, by working together, this partnership of churches 
can host a night shelter week after week.

We took the name ‘GrowTH’ as we believed this initiative would grow in Tower 
Hamlets. Looking back it certainly has! In 2010 those first pioneering churches 
ran a night shelter for three months. Now, seven years on, more churches have 
joined in, allowing us to run the shelter for seven months of the year.

CHURCHES OPEN THEIR DOORS

A guest is welcomed to the shelter  
at St Anne’s Limehouse.

In 2016-17 we were privileged to work with  
19 churches and 2 community centres:

› All Hallows Bow

› All Saints, Poplar

› Bow Baptist Church

› Christ Church Isle of Dogs

› Christ Church Spitalfields

› Christ Church London

› E1 Community Church

› East End Church

› ELT Baptist Church

› Gateway Community Church

› Jubilee Hall, RCCG

› Salvation Army, Poplar

› St Anne’s Limehouse

› St Luke’s Millwall

› St Matthias Community Centre

› St Nicholas, Poplar

› St Paul’s Shadwell

› The Good Shepherd Mission

› The Hurtado Jesuit Centre

› The Liberty Church

› Tower Hamlets Community Church

6



Two refugees from Sudan rest  
in the night shelter.

SHELTERING REFUGEES

Asylum seeker: When someone fleeing persecution 
arrives in the UK, they can claim asylum. This claim 
is considered by the Home Office. Whilst waiting 
on a decision asylum seekers cannot work, though 
destitute asylum seekers are eligible for temporary 
accommodation.

Refugee status: When the Home Office approves  
an asylum claim, the asylum seeker is awarded leave 
to remain in the UK. They then become eligible for 
mainstream state benefits, e.g. Housing Benefit.  
If a claim for asylum is rejected, the asylum seeker 
may choose routes such as appealing the decision, 
applying again at a later date with further evidence,  
or leaving the UK.

This season the number of refugees and asylum seekers in our shelter more than doubled, compared with the previous year. 
42 guests had been awarded refugee status and a further 8 guests had had claims for asylum rejected.

“Jesus was a refugee,” in the words of Justin Welby,  
The Archbishop of Canterbury, “– fleeing as a baby with 
his parents, returning years later to a strange new ‘home’.  
[Jesus] tells us to be those who welcome the alien and 
stranger, the poor and weak.”

Guests that are refugees have often been through trauma 
and suffering that we could barely imagine. Certain 
guests still carry the physical health problems as a result 
of torture in their home country. By running the night 
shelter, we as a group of local churches are opening the 
doors of our crypts and halls and welcoming refugees in 
their time of need. Moreover, we have been able to help 
the vast majority of the refugees who have stayed in the 
shelter to move into more permanent accommodation.
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Fleeing persecution 
Aref came to the UK as a refugee fleeing religious persecution 
In his home country of Iran he was not free to practice his faith, 
having to meet in secret to worship. He remembers clearly how 
one week he was late for a worship meeting and arrived to find 
the police arresting his fellow worshippers. 

Aref fled. He found out later that the police came to raid his 
home later that week and detained his father for one night in 
prison. With the help of his brother Aref managed to hide in  
a lorry which took him to Turkey. A further three lorries got him 
into the UK, taking two weeks in total. 

Claiming asylum 
Once in the UK he claimed asylum on the basis of the religious 
persecution he experienced in Iran. He was given temporary 
accommodation whilst the Home Office considered his claim.  
In time, he was awarded asylum and was free to make a new life 
for himself in the UK.

However, even though he was now entitled to work in the UK and 
access state benefits, Aref simply did not know how to find a job 
or access this help. His temporary accommodation soon came to 
an end and he found himself on the streets.

“Before I was homeless, now I get room. It’s good” 
Aref describes his experience of homelessness: “Very difficult: no 
shower, no sleep, no good food, nothing; winter is cold.” Thankfully 
he found his way to the homeless charity Crisis Skylight. Crisis 
referred Aref to GrowTH’s shelter and Aref was grateful to get  
a bed. In his words, “Night shelter is good; for everything help. 
Before I was homeless, now I get room. It’s good.” 

Looking forward 
With the resettlement assistance of his Advocate Worker, Aref 
moved into a room in a shared house in South East London. Now 
settled, he is taking classes at a local college to learn English.  
In Iran he worked as a mechanic. In the future, he hopes to get  
a job in that field in the UK. 

REFUGEE STORY:  
AREF

“ Before I was 
homeless, now  
I get room.  
It’s good.”

Aref outside his new home  
in S.E. London.
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Sonia Scott at The Whitechapel Mission.

The Whitechapel Mission is a homeless day centre in the heart 
of the East End. They have been running since 1876 and are well 
known as a place those that are homeless can go to for food, 
support and advice. The Mission has been a key partner for 
GrowTH, helping us set up in 2010 and run ever since. We asked 
Sonia Scott, their lifeskills worker, to reflect on our partnership:

GrowTH and The Whitechapel Mission 
“We are like two peas in a pod!” Sonia says. “We work with 
GrowTH to try to re-house as many people as possible, get them 
back on track… We work to resolve their issues or to get them 
on the right road to resolve their issues.”

It is all about hope 
“We let them know that there is hope.” For Sonia, this is what 
it is all about. Hope is “what a lot of clients who come to the 
door need.” Sometimes she sees clients going from service to 
service, trying to find help. Sonia encourages clients not to give 
up: “I tend to say to my clients, we’ll do A, B, C and D… and if it 
doesn’t work please come back and we’ll start again. We’ve got 
to make sure people have hope, because if you haven’t got hope 
you haven’t got anything.” 

HOW THE SHELTER  
WORKS

“ We’ve got to make sure people have 
hope, because if you haven’t got 
hope you haven’t got anything.”

A place you can always come to 
At first clients may not see changes in their circumstances,  
but that is “the beauty about hope.” Over time “changes begin  
to happen for them, they appreciate it.” “They will see you on the 
road… will scream out your name: ‘Hi, Thanks for that!’... You 
say ‘Yes, I’m glad you’re alright. Come and see me again if you 
need anything.'” With life-threatening issues such as drugs and 
alcohol, these things take time. A client may not be ready to 
face an issue one day, but they have a place they know they can 
go to get help, “I think that is important for our clients.”

The impact of the night shelter 
“GrowTH giving us [night shelter] beds is a massive deal! It’s  
a big deal for us and it’s a big deal for the clients… Every year 
they know that there is this respite and this respite is GrowTH. 
That is what the clients say: ‘that GrowTH will take me; GrowTH 
will take me Sonia.’ …that gives people hope again.”

Change happens “slowly but surely. Some people go into detox, 
some people don’t. Some people you just house them and 
nothing else.” But there is change. Having GrowTH there and 
clients knowing that GrowTH is there, “I can’t even begin to 
explain what that does to people.”

Guests access the night shelter by referral from one of 
our partner agencies in Tower Hamlets. We could not run 
our shelter without these partners and we appreciate all 
they do for the homeless of our borough. 

For each guest these agencies complete a thorough 
Referral Form and go through a risk assessment with 
our Advocate Workers over the phone. Whilst each 
guest stays in the shelter, we work in partnership with 
their referral agency to try and secure more permanent 
accommodation for them.

Our referral agencies in 2016-17 were: 

› Crisis Skylight

› Health E1 GP Surgery

› Spitalfields Crypt Trust Drop-in

› Praxis Community Projects

› The Whitechapel Mission

› Tower Hamlets Floating Support

THE WHITECHAPEL MISSION: 
SONIA SCOTT
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Our 148 guests this season come from  
a wide variety of backgrounds and 
cultures. We hosted guests that had lived 
in the East End for a long-time and we 
hosted guests from the other side of the 
globe, such as Australia and Brazil. 

This season we saw more than a doubling 
of the number of refugees in our night 
shelter compared with the previous year.  
The majority of these guests were fleeing 
political persecution or war, and a few 
fled due to religious persecution. We 

had guests from EU countries such as 
Sweden, Portugal and Poland, often in the 
UK to work. 40 guests this season had UK 
or Irish nationality. 

More than a third of our guests came 
from European countries outside of the 
UK and Ireland. Many of these guests 
came to the UK to find work. State 
benefits are generally only available to this 
cohort of guests once they have worked 
in the UK for a certain period of time. So 
if a guest does not meet that threshold, 

they can be in the challenging situation 
of having to choose between trying to 
find employment whilst homeless in the 
UK or returning home. Our Advocate 
Workers inevitably have to have frank 
conversations with these guests about 
whether a return to their home country 
may be the best way forward. However, 
the determination to live in the UK is such 
that only 2 of these 50 homeless guests 
this season returned home.

WHO ARE OUR GUESTS? 132
  men

16
  women

Oldest age: 78 years
Youngest age: 20 years
Average age: 39 years

Total number of guests  

in 2016 –17 season: 148

 On the street
 Another shelter

 Other
 Buses

 Friends
  Squat

Own accommodation

0 20 40 60 80 100

Where did guests 
sleep the night 
before coming  
to GrowTH?

  95
  8

  16

  15

  11

  2

  1

Nationality of our shelter guests
2 
Other 
(Australia and Brazil)

7 
Asia 
(Iran, Iraq, 
Bangladesh  
& Sri Lanka)

49 
Africa
(mainly Sudan)

40 
UK & Ireland

28 
Eastern Europe  
(mainly Poland)

8 
Western Europe
(mainly France  
and Germany)

9 
Southern Europe
(mainly Italy)

5 
Northern Europe  

(mainly Lithuania)
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We want to care for our guests holistically. Guests have 
very evident physical needs; we try to meet these through 
the shelter and housing. Guests can have further support 
needs, such as mental health issues; we try to meet these 
by connecting guests with specialized support services. 
As a church-run project we also believe that guests, like  
all of us, have spiritual needs.

John 10:10b-11 in the Bible quotes Jesus saying: “I have 
come that they may have life, and have it to the full. I am the 
good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for 
the sheep.” In the analogy Jesus is the shepherd. We believe 
that in fact Jesus did go on to lay down his life on the cross, 
so that we could have life. Now Jesus can be our Good 
Shepherd – a shepherd who was willing to give his very life  
to care for us.

As churches we want all those we interact with to have the 
opportunity to be cared for by Jesus if they wish. The night 
shelter is no exception. We provide opportunities for those 
that want to talk about or experience the Christian faith. If 
guests wish they can be prayed for, can join in optional Bible 
studies in the shelter, and can attend church services outside 
the shelter. We know of 39 guests that choose to either join 
in a Bible study in the shelter, or attended a church service.

OFFERING SPIRITUAL SUPPORT
“The Bible says, ‘I will give you a new heart, and a 
new spirit I will put within you.’ As a volunteer with 
GrowTH I want our guests to experience what 
that verse describes. I have seen the Holy Spirit 
transform lives. I have seen men and women be 
lifted out of the ‘pit of despair’ and had their feet 
set on ‘solid ground’ (Psalm 40:2).

I’ve shared stories with the shelter guests, of 
how my life has been changed and the lives of 
others I know has been changed. I want to give 
our guests a taste of the hope, love and adventure 
that comes from knowing Jesus! It is a joy for me 
to share this and it is also the responsibility of the 
church to share this good news.

We ran a Bible study on a few of the nights and we 
had so much interest! Many guests are spiritually 
hungry. I had many conversations about faith and 
often prayed with guests. 

I hope that we can join together in prayer for our 
guests, so that they can experience the great 
plans and hopes the Lord has for them.”

Naomi Newman, Church Co-ordinator from  
East End Church

Church co-ordinator Rona leads the 
shelter in prayer before dinner.
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“ They are really good at what they do with 
people regarding finding accommodation.” 
Guest feedback, 2016-17

“ GrowTH have done me a huge favour, I don't 
know where I’d be without them… looking 
out of my window now and seeing the rain, 
I'm so thankful that I’m not out there now.” 
Resettled guest, June 2017

“ God has a plan, I always say this.” 
Resettled guest, June 2017

“ [GrowTH] need to be here for homeless 
provision, I love them.” 
Guest feedback, 2016-17

RESETTLEMENT

Elias with the keys to his new home, 
June 2017.
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Resettlement is simply helping our 
guests move off the streets and into 
more permanent accommodation.  
We do not want our help to only take  
our guests temporarily off the streets 
whilst they stay in church halls, rather  
we want to see guests leave the  
streets for good.

This is the primary reason GrowTH 
has a staff team. Our shelter is run by 
volunteers, yet we employ Advocate 
Workers to get alongside our guests  
and advocate for them to housing 
providers. Our Advocate Workers are 
Matt Endersby and Paul Tebb.

Register: After their first night in our 
night shelter, every guest meets with 
their assigned Advocate Worker for a 
registration meeting. This is a meeting 
where the worker listens to the guest’s 
story and understands how they came 
to be homeless and what support 
needs they have.

Partnership working: After meeting the 
guest, our Advocate Workers contact 
any other agencies and workers already 
assisting that guest, either with housing 
issues or other support issues, such 
as mental or physical health problems. 
We join in with work already happening 
because we know that partnerships 
secure better outcomes for our guests.

Case work: Working in partnership 
with the guest and other agencies, we 
will take any steps needed to help that 
guest secure housing. Identification 
and proof of income are essential,  
so often replacement identification  
and any state benefit issues need  
to be resolved. 

Housing options: With essential papers 
and support services in place, we 
will support our guest in applying for 
housing. Depending on their situation 
and support needs this may be a hostel 
or supported housing, approaching 
the local authority, stepping into the 
private rental sector or reconnecting to 
a home country. Once a guest secures 
accommodation, their Advocate 
Worker will continue to give them any 
additional support right up until they 
have moved in. 

GUESTS INTO HOMES

More permanent accommodation  56
Further temporary shelter  43
Disengaged  34
No option  11
Unsuccessful  4

Private rented sector  11
Supported Housing  23
Hostels  16
Local Authority  4
Return to home country  2

Family or friends  10
Another night shelter  27
Backpackers hostel  2
Refugee hosting 3
Live-in job 1

Breakdown of 
more permanent 
accommodation

Breakdown 
of further 
temporary 

shelter

Resettlement  
outcomes

Santiago outside the night shelter with 
the papers to move into his new room.
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GROWTH SLEEPOUT

In 2016 we hosted our first sponsored Sleepout. The aim  
was not to try and replicate homelessness, but rather to  
identify with those who have nowhere safe and warm to  
sleep at night and raise funds to run the night shelter and 
resettlement project through that night shelter season.

22 volunteers took part and slept on cardboard and in  
sleeping bags in the church grounds of All Saints Poplar.  
For safety staff were awake through the night and the 
churchyard gates were locked.

The following morning we reflected together on the 
experience. It helped us intentionally take the time to 
consider what it was like to be homeless. The take-home 
message was very simply: sleeping outside is not the life 
we want for our neighbours in the East End and we want 
to help as many people as we can this winter leave the 
streets for good.

Together our volunteers raised over £6,300! A huge amount 
for a small charity like GrowTH and the funds were put to 
good use running the shelter through that season.

Participants from our first Sleepout in  
2016 the morning after a night outside.

Volunteers bed down outside.
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“Totally soul destroying” 
Although Richard was able to stay 
with a few friends here and there for a 
couple of months, by February 2013, 
he was officially homeless. “You feel 
guilty asking friends all the time” he 
said, “there is only so much you can put 
them through.” When asking him about 
his experience of being homeless he 
said, “on top of my mother dying it was 
horrible, totally soul destroying and a 
very lonely time.” 

Richard often slept in a tent in Manor Park. 
Sadly, early in 2017, “some youths who 
were drinking started throwing rocks at 
my tent and being verbally abusive to me”, 
Richard recalled. He managed to keep 
them away, but they threatened to come 

GUEST STORY:  
RICHARD

 “ GrowTH have 
done me a huge 
favour, I don't 
know where I’d 
be without them... 
looking out 
of my window 
now and seeing 
the rain, I'm so 
thankful that I’m 
not out there now 
... Thank you all 
so much!.”

In early 2012 Richard ended 19 years 
of working for a removals company, to 
move in with and care for his elderly 
mother. Sadly, in September of that year, 
after a stay in hospital for 12 weeks, his 
mother passed away. Richard was not 
allowed to continue living in his mother’s 
flat and he found himself grieving with 
nowhere to go.

back and burn his tent with him inside. 
That same day when Richard returned to 
his tent in the evening, he found it lying 
in the river along with his sleeping bag. 
Calling the only contact he knew who 
might be able to help, he was put in touch 
with the Whitechapel Mission. 

What a God-send! 
Richard was referred to GrowTH by Sonia 
at the Whitechapel Mission. He said 
this of Sonia: “Sonia was an absolute 
diamond... such a lovely person with the 
patience of a saint... I really want to say 
thank you to her!” In recalling his first 
night in the shelter he said, “What a relief! 
Knowing that I didn't have to think about 
where I was going to sleep that night or 
about my safety was a huge weight off 
my mind... I could now focus on other 
things”. “The shelter” he said, “really 
was a God-send ... such a wonderful 
environment with great food and people.” 
In fact the food at the shelter was so 
good he said “I put on a stone while 
there... I even had three helpings one  
night because it was so good!”

Once Richard was registered, we 
began to apply for housing. Each 
morning Richard would ask the 
Advocate Workers whether we had 
heard any news. He was finally given 
two interviews and was accepted for 
both! “The support I received from the 
Advocate Workers was brilliant” he 
stated, “it gave me hope.”

“A great rest stop” 
Five years on since his last stable 
accommodation, Richard now feels 
able to “breathe” again. Richard sees 
this hostel as a “great ‘rest stop.’” 
Looking forward, with the help of his 
new support worker, he hopes to find a 
place where he can settle down more 
permanently and call home.

“GrowTH have done me a huge favour, 
I don't know where I’d be without them 
... looking out of my window now and 
seeing the rain, I'm so thankful that  
I’m not out there now... Thank you all  
so much!”

Richard in the communal gardens of 
his new home.
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GrowTH is a partnership. To all those who made this year 
happen, to all those who volunteered and cared for our guests, 
we say a huge thank you!

Volunteers at the Salvation  
Army in Poplar.

Volunteers serving in 
the kitchen.

A volunteer cooks up dinner  
at the shelter.

Our church coordinators who 
organise each night of the shelter.
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GUEST STORY:  
SHAPOUR

 “ [the volunteers] 
were like brothers 
and sisters.”

“I have seen two of my friends  
go to prison…” 
Shapour has seen his friends and his 
brother go to prison for their faith. In 
his home country of Iran his house 
was raided by the police and religious 
material was seized. This persecution  
led him to make the tough decision to 
leave Iran to try and find freedom. 

Shapour in the canteen of a YMCA, 
his new home.

Shapour initially had no plan of where to 
go, he just had to leave Iran. Initially he 
hid in a lorry for seven days. Then the 
lorry was opened by a man holding a 
knife and Shapour had to escape. After 
two more lorries he found himself in 
Leeds in the UK. Through this terrifying 
ordeal, Shapour just shares how he kept 
on praying.

Getting out of that final lorry, he 
remembers not having a clue where he 
was. He found some people and used 
the only English word he knew to get 
help: “Police!” The police did help and 
soon he found himself placed into a 
hostel in Birmingham for two months 
and then into temporary accommodation 
provided by the Home Office while he 
awaited a decision on his asylum case. 

From homelessness to GrowTH 
Wonderfully in 2016 his asylum 
application was successful! However, 
that also meant that he had to leave 
his temporary accommodation. 
Remembering what it was like to be 
homeless, Shapour shares how it was 
“not a good time for me, very hard... 
sleeping every day on buses.” At this time 
he often prayed “why, God?” Through 
meeting someone at Barking College 
he was advised to go to the homeless 
charity Crisis Skylight, who then referred 
him to the night shelter. 

Once in the shelter his Advocate Worker 
was able to support him in finding more 
permanent accommodation. Shapour 
spoke of his deep appreciation for all 
those who volunteered in the night 
shelter. He was not only given food, 

shelter and some clothes, but the 
volunteers, he said, “were like brothers 
and sisters.”

Future looks bright! 
Shapour is now living in a hostel and 
studying English at college. He has 
recently obtained his first English 
qualification and has started applying  
for a driving licence. In the UK he can 
now worship freely and is so grateful!

In August 2017 he has also been 
successful in securing family reunion 
visas for his wife and children to join 
him from Iran. GrowTH was able to help 
him access help from the Red Cross in 
booking flights for them to come and  
join him! In Shapour’s words: “This is  
my hope now.”
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GUEST STORY:  
NOAH

Noah was a shelter guest in November 2016. He shared about 
his journey from Eritrea to London.

“I came to the UK to be free to follow Jesus” 
The problem in Eritrea, Noah explains, is a “religious” one. Noah 
comes from a family of Pentecostal Christians. He says that 
the Government in Eritrea follows Orthodox Christianity and that 
Pentecostal Christians are persecuted. He remembers a time in 
2004 when the Government closed down Pentecostal churches 
and threatened Pentecostal Christians with arrest if they did 
not follow Orthodox Christianity. “You can’t follow God as you 
want... On Sundays, we didn’t go out of the house,” says Noah. 
His family had to worship on secret on a Sunday, out of fear that 
the Government may find out and arrest them. This persecution 
led Noah to flee his country and head for the UK; he wanted to 
be “free to follow Jesus.”

Liverpool to London  
Whilst claiming asylum Noah was given temporary shared 
accommodation in Liverpool until he was awarded asylum. 
Noah found life hard: “I felt lonely, there was no community and 
I had no Eritrean Church.” After living in Liverpool for a while he 
decided he needed to move to London to connect with Eritrean 
Christians, even though he knew he would be homeless.

“I would still be on the street if it wasn't  
for GrowTH” 
In London Noah slept on buses and in train stations, until  
a friend told him about the charity Crisis Skylight that assists 
those affected by homelessness. Crisis referred Noah into 
GrowTH in November 2016 and work began to try and help him 
secure more permanent accommodation. Noah shared how 
great it felt to be able to wake up each morning in a warm, safe 
place where he could wash before going to college. “It is very 
hard to do this when you're on the street,” shared Noah. With the 
support of his Advocate Worker, Noah secured a room in South 
East London.

“God has a plan, I always say this to my life” 
Noah is still in that house seven months on and is continuing 
his education. He recently completed his GCSE in Maths and 
passed his level 1 in English and IT. “Life is busy,” he says 
smiling. He has an Eritrean Church in North London and now 
feels like he has a community as well. Just a few months after 
getting accommodation, Noah began volunteering at the night 
shelter. Looking back, he says, “I never thought my life would  
be like this, but God has a plan... I tell this to people who  
have problems.”

Noah seven months after moving into 
his new home.

 “ I would still 
be on the street 
if it wasn’t for 
GrowTH.”
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Our supported homes in Poplar.

“ I need to say thank you for GrowTH,  
all the people that work at GrowTH - 
you helped me [for a] long time.” 
Yousif, Supported Housing Resident 2016-17

“ With the longer-term stability and 
continued personal support from our 
team, we have seen guests thrive and 
take personal steps forward in life, on  
a scale that we have not seen before.” 
Martin Vickery, GrowTH Operations Manager

SUPPORTED HOUSING
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RESIDENT STORY:  
YOUSIF

“ I’m feeling very 
happy. All my family 
is very happy.”

SUPPORTED HOUSING
Since the summer of 2015 GrowTH has had the privilege of managing four flats to run as supported homes. We can house six 
guests at a time whilst we support them in areas such as job seeking, gaining skills and accessing healthcare. Residents stay for  
up to one year before moving on. Since opening, eight residents have moved on: seven into studios or flats, and one into a hostel. 

Yousif fled ethnic persecution in Sudan. 
After a long and arduous journey through 
northern Africa and mainland Europe, 
he arrived in the UK and successfully 
claimed asylum. Once granted refugee 
status, his temporary accommodation 
came to an end and he started sleeping 
rough in central London. 

Thankfully Yousif found GrowTH’s 
shelter and his Advocate Worker 
we soon realised that with Yousif’s 
eagerness to receive support, he was 
an ideal candidate for our supported 
homes. We shared in last year’s Annual 
Report how Yousif was staying in one of 
our flats, volunteering at the Foodbank 
and learning English. 

This past year Yousif’s life has 
completely changed 
When Yousif fled Sudan, he had to leave 
his wife and young daughter behind. 
When we asked Yousif how GrowTH could 
support him, his immediate response was 
wanting to be reunited with his family. 
In the previous year a family reunion 
application had been unsuccessful; more 
evidence was needed.

A lawyer who attends Christ Church 
Spitalfields was able to arrange for her 
law firm to help Yousif put together a 
fresh application for family reunion. 
Essential to this application was a DNA 
test which Matt, Yousif’s Advocate 
Worker, organised. Organising the 
logistics of paternity testing in Khartoum 
was a first for GrowTH!

In January 2017 the news came through 
- Yousif’s wife and daughter had been 
awarded visas! It was a community effort 
to prepare for their arrival: A grant was 
given to pay for a bed for his daughter, 
and The Good Shepherd Mission donated 
toys and new clothes for the child. They 
landed safely in Heathrow and their new 
life in the UK began.

Yousif’s daughter was soon enrolled in 
a local nursery and an Arabic-speaking 
family from All Hallows Bow had them 
over for dinner. Yet the transition from 
rural Sudan to Poplar was a significant 
one. They soon felt like they wanted to 
leave London and move to Edinburgh 
where they had Sudanese friends. 

We are now glad to say that, with the help 
of local organisations in Edinburgh, they 
are getting settled in a flat in that city.

“I’m feeling very happy. All my family is 
very happy. Edinburgh is a very, very, very 
nice city,” said Yousif in July 2017.

Yousif with his wife and daughter in their 
supported home.
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RESIDENT STORY: SHAZAD

“ I was so happy to go to 
somewhere where it was warm  
and they gave me hot food.”

“I was stressed, I didn’t know a way out”  
Shazad had a family trauma, coupled with the loss of his 
job that led him to, in his words, “hitting rock bottom.” “I was 
stressed. I didn’t know a way out. I had a breakdown... it was  
so difficult for me to actually get out of my bed for like 6 
months... Everything in my life sort of caught up with me and  
it made me fall down.”

“A little bit of hope” 
Shazad stayed in the NEWway shelter in Newham before 
coming to GrowTH in Tower Hamlets. He remembers his first 
night at NEWway clearly: “it was on a Sunday, and I was walking 
and it was raining and I had holes in my trainers, and my socks 
got wet. I was so happy to go to somewhere where it was warm 
and they gave me hot food.” They gave him new shoes and 
he was encouraged by the stories of other guests, because 
“everyone’s in the same boat.” He appreciated the prayers said 
for him: “the pastor done a little prayer, just to give us a little bit 
of hope, it was nice.”

Shazad stayed in both NEWway and GrowTH, both church-run 
shelters in East London. It was not all easy. Shazad left GrowTH 
early, having “anxiety problems and... flashbacks of certain 
situations in life.” When Shazad went back to sofa surfing, his 
Advocate Worker, Matt, kept in touch with him.  

Matt secured an interview for Shazad with a local hostel and 
soon Shazad had successfully moved in. “I was so happy that 
I got a roof over my head at the time and the first week I was 
there I slept for a week. I needed to recharge my batteries.”

Shazad began a DIY course and started volunteering with 
another homelessness project, yet he was struggling to 
settle into the hostel. His flatmate could be quite aggressive 
and Shazad had heard about GrowTH’s supported houses. 
Wonderfully a space became available in one of the supported 
homes and Shazad was able to move in!

“He just gave me time” 
Shazad appreciates the support the GrowTH staff give in the 
homes. Reflecting on their support in the shelter he shared  
that “Paul and Matt were... professional... very sympathetic,  
I thought they listened more than anything... both of them gave 
me a lot of hope.” He describes his Advocate Worker Matt as 
“like my counsellor, my brother, a friend, and a support worker 
all in one. Very rare to find, a lot of people don’t give you that 
time... He just gave me that little bit of time.”

For the next year we will support Shazad in progressing forward 
in life. Shazad is also planning ahead: “This time next year  
I want to get back into boxing... I haven’t trained for about two 
years since I became homeless.”

Shazad in the kitchen of his new home.

Shazad moved into one of our supported homes in July 2017, after staying in the shelter and then 
briefly in a hostel. He shared about his journey and what it is like to have this support:
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Each year thousands of pounds are raised by volunteers who take 
on challenges for GrowTH and take part in sponsored events. In 
recent years volunteers have run the British 10k, the Great Newham 
London Run and bike rides such as the London Nightrider.

Are you up for doing a challenge for GrowTH? 

Get in touch and we can chat through your ideas and connect you 
with events and other volunteers.

SINGING FOR GROWTH
GrowTH is a grassroots charity, started and run by local people 
responding to needs within their local community. We are proud of 
our links locally and were delighted when local community choir Sing 
Tower Hamlets chose to raise money for GrowTH at their Christmas 
Carol Concert in December 2016. This was the fourth year in a row 
the choir raised money for GrowTH and we are hugely grateful for 
their support.

Sing Tower Hamlets are a terrific choir and put on wonderful 
concerts! This season they raised over £6,200. Thank you to all  
those in Sing Tower Hamlets.

“ This year for the 
first time we were 
rehearsing at St Paul’s 
Shadwell on the same 
night the shelter was 
taking place, so we got 
to see first hand the 
very tangible and vital 
difference GrowTH 
makes to people's lives 
in Tower Hamlets. This 
also meant that we 
were able to welcome 
some guests to sing 
with us during our 
Christmas season, 
which we loved!”

   Leanne Sedin, Choir Founder and Leader

FANCY A CHALLENGE?

A volunteer team running the Great 
Newham London Run 2017.

Martin taking part in a long-distance 
cycle ride, July 2017.

Sing Tower Hamlets’ Christmas 
Concert 2016. 

© Pia Codina
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Renew East London (RenewEL) started as a project of 
GrowTH and has now grown to become a social enterprise, 
registered as a community interest company. Homeless 
and formerly homeless adults are taken on as trainees. 
Trainees are taught carpentry skills and join in the creation 
of handcrafted furniture, made out of discarded wooden 
pallets and other repurposed timber.

Tom is well known to churches and outreach workers in Tower 
Hamlets. For a number of years he has been on-and-off the 
streets and has struggled with an alcohol addiction. For a 
number of months in 2016 Tom came regularly to RenewEL  
as a trainee. We asked an outreach worker to describe any 
benefits of Tom’s involvement:

“I would say that being a part of RenewEL has benefitted Tom 
in helping him learn to be reliable and punctual, as he now gets 
himself [there] without the need for a lift.

He also now makes a conscious effort on the Thursday before 
not to drink too much. He has not come along smelling of 
alcohol and even came to the night shelter celebration as  
a result of his work for RenewEL, and ‘fitted-in’ as a ‘normal’ 
member of society rather than a homeless alcoholic… This  
is all a boost to his self esteem.”

Tom took the brave decision to go to an alcohol rehabilitation 
centre in September 2016. He is still there and since has even 
been encouraging friends to join.

*Name changed

“ RenewEL brings hope, 
that is why I love it!”  
Rachel Arnold, Founder and Creative DirectorTRAINEE STORY: TOM*

Tom training with RenewEL.
Some of the collection so far.   
www.reneweastlondon.com
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“ I have learnt many things I will never forget.” 
Guest reflection, 2016-17

“ Many of the volunteers... said to me that their 
eyes had been opened as to what homeless 
people are really like.” 
Church co-ordinator, March 2017

“ Life changing and memorable.” 
Guest 2016-17, reflecting on his time in the shelter

“ ...people from different backgrounds can 
work together and find ways of connecting 
to others." 
Volunteer reflection, January 2017

REFLECTIONS

Shelter guest Santiago chats with Steve,  
a volunteer.
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GUEST FEEDBACK

How would you sum up your experience at the shelter?
A large majority of those that responded described the shelter in very positive terms, 
such as good, enjoyable, safe, secure and peaceful. Some guests went further, 
stating that the shelter was “amazing” and “unforgettable.” One guest said it was 
“like a godsend.” One guest said it was very stressful, but better than rough sleeping.

Other comments included: “The shelter came at the right time when it appeared there 
was no hope.” “So far so good, the GrowTH team seem to be on the ball.” “I have 
never been to shelter before... I have learnt many things I will never forget.” “It’s very 
well organised. The advisors have done their job great.”

“ Genuine people who 
try to help in whatever 
way they can.”

At GrowTH we want to always be learning. We ask our guests to feed back to us via  
a guest feedback form so we can see what works well and where we can improve. 
We’d like to thank the 37 guests that completed feedback forms this year. Here is  
a summary of what they said:
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How would you rate the 
following aspects of 
the shelter out of ten? 
Average responses:

How would you describe the volunteers?
Many guests emphasised how friendly and helpful the 
volunteers were. One guest wrote that the volunteers are 
“welcoming, prompt and always ready to help. They all were 
friendly and empathised with our situation and re-assured us 
giving us hope based on Bible principles.” Other comments 
included “they seem so involved,” “next to perfect every time,” 
and “genuine people who try to help in whatever way they can.” 
One guest added, “God bless them to carry out the work.”

What could the Advocate Workers have done better?
The vast majority of guests were happy with the support they 
received from their Advocate Worker. Some simply answered 
this question stating “nothing” or “the work has been good.” 
While others said, “they have done all that was possible” 
and “they are always so available in the morning to answer 
questions and concerns.”

Some guests fed back that they would have liked to have 
had more time to chat with their worker and one guest said, 
“staying in contact even with just a text in the day - it’s a long 
day out here with your mind just spinning around.”

Feedback and Improvements
Some guests suggested improvements to the facilities in the 
shelter. These ranged from thicker duvets, to more showers,  
to storage facilities to more detailed shelter maps.

A number of guests seemed to appreciate the personal, 
relational way that GrowTH works. One guest commented on 
the “hands on-ness and one to one interaction” and another 
that “they talk to us face to face.” Another commented that 
“given their limited capacity, they have done really well… this  
is especially due to attending closely to the guests needs.”

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10

Shelter guest Mesfin relaxes in the 
night shelter with other guests.

Guests sit outside the night shelter 
at St Nicholas, Poplar.
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Reflecting on my first year as an  
Advocate Worker for GrowTH brings  
to mind a mixture of emotions. It has 
been a privilege to meet and support 
guests from a wide variety of cultures, 
though hearing the stories of guests is 
never easy. Many had painful experiences 
in the process of becoming homeless. 
Stories that I once only heard about in the 

REFLECTIONS:  
OPERATIONS  
MANAGER

REFLECTIONS:  
ADVOCATE  
WORKER

GrowTH works. By working in 
partnership and by investing our prayers, 
time, and energy in the lives of those 
on the margins, we are seeing men and 
women leave the streets and take steps 
forward in life. We have the honour of 
meeting guests arriving at the shelter 
with a rucksack on their back, right 
through to helping many get their own 

key to their own front door and be able 
to take that rucksack off their back for 
good. This season 56 guests secured 
more permanent accommodation, over  
a third of all guests this season.

A beautiful, unintended consequence 
of GrowTH has been the number of 
partnerships formed between different 
churches as they run the shelter 
together. Churches have connected with 
other churches that they did not even 
know existed, and volunteers from one 
denomination are now setting up beds 
and cooking food with volunteers from 
other denominations.

Having now run for seven years, we are 
beginning to see some of the value of 
being here longer-term. Helping guests 
take tough life decisions takes time. 
Tom’s story on page 40 shares how he 
took the step of going into an alcohol 
rehabilitation centre. Prior to this step  
he had stayed for two years in the 
shelter, yet at those times he was not 
ready to engage with resettlement  
or rehab.

news were suddenly a reality. I quickly 
learnt two things: Firstly, that we all have 
limitations. As much as I wanted to solve 
every guest’s problems, I simply could not. 
Secondly, the need to depend and trust in 
God. God has no limitations and is able to 
transform the lives of guests in every way!

There has been great joy as I have 
witnessed guests both encounter God’s 
love and secure accommodation. It is a 
blessing to ‘walk beside’ guests, to share 
in their journey and their joys as many 
move into accommodation. To have 
opportunities to tell guests about Jesus,  
to pray for them, and see them engaging 
with the Bible, is amazing! GrowTH’s 
intentional pursuit to both house the 
homeless and to introduce guests to 
Jesus is uncompromisingly beautiful.  
It communicates that ‘fullness of joy’  
is found, ultimately, in knowing Jesus.

I have learnt so much this year from 
‘watching’: Watching colleagues and 
volunteers model how to show love, 
justice and mercy. Watching the guests 
display such vulnerability and an honest 
need for help. Watching how GrowTH’s 

We were called ‘GrowTH’ back in 2010 
as we believed this initiative would grow. 
As well as the obvious growth of more 
services, maybe that growth is also the 
depth of change in guests’ lives that you 
only get when you love for the long haul

Martin Vickery, Operations Manager

“ It has been a privilege 
to meet and support 
guests from a wide 
variety of cultures.”

“ A beautiful, unintended 
consequence of GrowTH 
has been the number of 
partnerships formed.”

success comes from our partnership,  
as together churches respond to the  
heart of God!

Paul Tebb, Advocate Worker
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I first began volunteering as a GrowTH 
church coordinator in Spring 2015.  
I started to get to know some of the 
guests and the problems that had led 
them to becoming homeless. It forced me 
to change my preconceptions and over 
the course of the next few months God 
changed my heart. I felt a compassion  
for people who are homeless and 

It has been a huge privilege to be involved 
in GrowTH over the last seven years. 
Before I started coordinating the shelter 
at St Paul's Shadwell I had never been 
involved in anything like this, so there was 
a lot to learn! Every year there has been a 
great team of volunteers, and as people 
have moved on others have stepped up to 
take their place. 

REFLECTIONS:  
ADVOCATE  
WORKER 

REFLECTIONS:  
TRUSTEE & CHURCH 
CO-ORDINATOR

vulnerable that I had not felt before.  
Later that year I left my job in marketing  
to work for GrowTH, and I have not  
looked back since!

Two years of working for GrowTH has 
opened my eyes even more to the 
brokenness that is all around us. I meet 
with guests that have been affected 
by relationship breakdown, debt, 
unemployment, mental illness and even 
more extreme situations like persecution 
in their home country. It continues to 
remind me of the urgent need for the 
community to take action and ultimately 
the need for Jesus and the restoration  
He brings.

What I had not expected from this job is 
that the joy eclipses the despair! It is such 
a privilege to see God answering so many 
prayers and caring for our guests. We’ve 
seen answers to prayer, like a resettlement 
option seemingly coming out of nowhere 
for a guest. We’ve also seen change over 
longer periods of time. One gentleman 
we supported in 2016 was struggling with 
addiction, yet turned down rehabilitation. 
Then in July 2017 we accidentally crossed 

Some particular highlights of the shelter 
for me have been the increasing number 
of people from outside the church who 
have come and volunteered after hearing 
about the shelter from other volunteers; 
the local choir which has welcomed 
guests to join in their rehearsals; and 
also the relationships which have been 
strengthened between local churches as 
they have come together to provide the 
shelter. For me, the shelter really says "this 
is what church looks like" as volunteers 
are able to share the gospel both in word 
and deed. 

Being involved in the shelter has helped 
give me a sense of perspective and 
a glimpse of the difficulties faced by 
homeless people in London. I have met 
some amazing guests over the years, each 
of whom has a different story. For some, 
the shelter has been really significant 
in bringing positive and lasting change. 
However, there have also been guests 
who have returned for several years to 
the shelter, serving as a reminder of the 
ongoing need for the shelter and wider 
support for homeless people in London. 

paths again and within a couple of weeks, 
we helped him move into a long-term 
rehabilitation centre in Northumberland - 
Hallelujah!

Jesus is the only perfectly wise and loving 
‘Advocate Worker’, and that takes the 
pressure off us! I’m looking forward to 
seeing even more lives changed in the 
future, all for God’s glory.

Matt Endersby, Advocate Worker

The night shelter could seem a very small 
act given the scale of the issue, but I have 
seen first-hand the huge impact it has had 
on the individuals involved, volunteers 
and guests alike, and how it has brought 
people of all backgrounds together in 
community.

Sarah Opie, Trustee and Church  
Co-ordinator

“ What I had not 
expected is that  
the joy eclipses  
the despair.”

“ It has been a huge 
privilege to be involved 
in GrowTH over the 
last seven years.”
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GrowTH happens because we all get involved. Churches, 
individuals and supporters see the needs of those homeless 
and join in the response. This partnership is how we are able 
to run financially.

›  Our partner churches provide their church halls with utilities 
free of charge for our guests, and cover the costs of 
laundering sheets and cooking food each night they host. 
Some churches also give towards our central charity budget.

›  Volunteers do sponsored sleepouts, runs, cycle rides and carol 
concerts. Volunteers give one-off and regular donations.

›  Charitable trusts donate into our work and help our grassroots 
partnerships continue.

Thank you.

PARTNERSHIP MAKES  
OUR FINANCES WORK

Income  
2016–17

Expenditure  
2016–17

We would like to publicly thank the 
following Trusts, Foundations and 
Companies that supported GrowTH 
in 2016-17:

› East London Nursing Society Trust
› Isla Foundation
› London Catalyst
› Marsh Christian Trust
› Mrs Smith & Mount Trust
› Oliver Borthwick Memorial Trust
› Pret Foundation Trust
› Pyne Charitable Trust 
› The SMB Charitable Trust
› The 29th May 1961 Charitable Trust
› The Albert Hunt Trust
› The Alexandra Trust
› The Archer Trust
› The Barnabas Trust 
› The Charity of Mary Baker
› The Discovery Foundation
› The Fitton Trust
› The Haberdashers’ Company
› The Scriveners Company
› Wyseliot Rose Charitable Trust

Charitable trusts 48,852
Grant for van 15,000
Sponsorship events 16,791
Regular giving 4,546
Church donations 4,137
Individual donations 5,402
Rental income 53,700
Other 3,564

Staff costs  76,196
Charity costs 16,307
Shelter costs 2,601
Resettlement 2,596
Housing rent & costs 34,075
Renew East London 5,243
Shelterplus (online system) 2,950

Total income: £151,991

Total expenditure: £139,967

WOULD YOU GIVE  
REGULARLY TO 
GROWTH?
Giving is an opportunity to be part of the 
support our guests receive. Donations 
allow all we do to happen: the shelter to run, 
housing help to be offered and guests to be 
given the hope of a life off the streets.

 And more than that, we want this work 
to grow! There is so much need that can 
be met. We are raising funds for an extra 
worker to join our staff team.

Would you consider giving? And would you 
consider regular giving? Regular giving 
allows us to plan, and the more we plan the 
better our support. Any amount, small or 
big, makes a difference.

Visit www.thisisgrowth.org/donate or speak 
with the staff team to find out more.

As you can see, our money comes from donations from individuals, churches and 
trusts. Like most charities, our main costs are the salaries of our workers. As a charity 
we rent the flats we use as supported housing and in turn the residents pay GrowTH  
a rent, either from earnings or state benefits. 
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We are learning from Jesus how to love our 
neighbours who are homeless.

Would you join us?


