
A
mong the many low points

of the referendum

campaign was UKIP’s

poster of a snaking line of

people – mostly brown

skinned – below the

headline, “breaking point”.

A stark, brutal image, it was designed to

strip away any sense of individuality or life

story from the queuing mass of humanity.  

Stories of suffering and struggle, of escape

from places of war, oppression, civil unrest or

crippling poverty. Stories too of the triumphs

and successes achieved by those who enter

this country under traumatic circumstances

when the right support to rebuild their

shattered lives is received.

One such story is that of Sokol Hoxha from

Albania, who was an unaccompanied asylum

seeking child in Britain at the age of 13.

Today he is a 27-year-old university graduate

working to support vulnerable young people

in Leicester. He plans to study for a Masters

degree in international studies and aspires

one day to be a government adviser.

It’s all a far cry from his early life growing

up amid the political and civil turmoil resulting

from the collapse of communism in his home

country during the 1990s.

“I have experienced civil unrest since I was

born,” he says.

“You never knew what was going to

happen. There were a lot of political

assassinations. MPs being shot in

Parliament. This is what we faced.”

As a member of the original revolutionary

party replacing the communist regime,

Sokol’s father was a target when this was

also replaced in 1997. His country on the

brink of political and economic chaos, Sokol

was sent to England on a two-week summer

school camp.

“When I was there the harassment level

against certain party members from the

previous government stepped up and I was

advised by my family not to come back,” he

says. “I was aged 13 and only spoke a few

words of English – to be asked not to come

home was very scary.”

Sokol fled the family he was staying with in

Clacton-upon-Sea and caught a bus to

London.

“While roaming the streets I was fortunate

to run across an Albanian family. They were

good people and didn’t take advantage of

me. I was a very frightened, vulnerable

person. Anything could have happened.”

The family had relatives in Leicester and it

was decided Sokol should move to the

Midlands city. He was put in touch with social

services and, after three months, placed with

a foster family of West Indian heritage.

“I didn’t speak English, but they were very

kind to me and I felt so welcome it was just

amazing,” he says.

“With my foster mother I am like one of her

sons. She does it out of a genuine love for

helping other people. One of her sons was

blind and was going to a specialist school.

He had to stay with a family and because

someone took her son in and helped him she

came to the realisation she would like to do

that for someone else’s son.”

Sokol’s education, however, had come to a

halt and he was without a school place.

During this period of uncertainty, he came

into contact with a youth worker.

“His name was Robin. He learned that I

loved football and he coached me. It was

amazing for me because it gave me that

outlet and I am still in touch with him today.”

When he finally got a school place,

teachers paired him with a boy who had

arrived some years previously from Turkey.

A RELATIONSHIP OF TRUST
Fourteen years ago, Sokol Hoxha was a homeless
13-year-old unaccompanied asylum seeker on the
streets of London. Today he is a university graduate
with a career and big ambitions. But he says none
of it would have been possible without the support
of key individuals including his social worker, Kirpal
Kaur. The pair tell Shahid Naqvi their story 
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This helped him integrate and make new

friends. However, he says the support he got

from social services at this time was minimal

and often confusing.

“We would have meetings with four or five

people in the room and I didn’t know what

they were talking about. It wasn’t explained

to me, I would just sit there and think ‘How is

this going to affect my Home Office

application?’.”

Sokol describes the input he got from

social workers at this point as “mandatory

rather than taking an extra step”.

“I didn’t feel the warmth of connection.

Maybe it was my lack of English at the time

or the fact that I was in a stable home and I

was at school. With social workers I didn’t

know what to say because I was worried it

would hamper my application with the Home

Office.”

During his GCSEs he had a new social

worker. “She was good support. She took me

to things like doctors’ appointments and took

an interest in my life.”

Then towards the end of his GCSEs, he

was assigned another social worker, Kirpal

Kaur.

“I felt the connection immediately. There

was a warmth. I remember one question she

threw my way was ‘Would you like to go for a

coffee or a McDonalds?’

“I was looking at her thinking ‘What is her

angle? Why does she want to go for a

coffee?’”

Kirpal, who works for Leicester City

Council’s looked after children service, said:

“It’s called forming a relationship.

Relationships with anyone are really

important to me, particularly with the young

people I work with.

“Whether they are unaccompanied asylum

seekers or born and bred here, it’s positive to

form these relationships to understand the

person you are working with.

“You can only do that over time, by doing

things they like to do, so they don’t feel it is

just box-ticking. If I’m acting as a corporate

parent I will do the same as I do for my own

child and more because of their vulnerability,

because they have no one else.”

Building trust is most important of all, says

Kirpal: “If you haven’t got trust, you aren’t

going to come close.”

Growing up as a second generation Asian

in the 60s and 70s also gave her insight into

the feelings of ‘otherness’ and prejudice new

arrivals can experience.

“I remember when I was at secondary

school the black and Asian children would

get let out early because the National Front

were standing outside handing out leaflets.

Having experienced racism first hand gives

me a sense of how it must feel for a child or

family coming from abroad.”

After completing his GCSEs, Sokol studied

for A-levels at Leicester College. He went on

to gain a place to study international relations

and politics at Leicester’s De Montford

University.

During this period he turned 18 and left

care, which meant a move into semi-

supported housing. On top of this and the

normal pressures of student life, was the

added stress of knowing his application for

residence could be rejected at any time.

“That worry was in the back of my head:

Can I stay here or not? I felt like I was floating

on air and not knowing where I would land.

It’s very stressful because you don’t know

whether to commit yourself to things.”

In 2011, the year he graduated, he was

finally granted permanent residence. Though

Kirpal’s official involvement with him ended

then, she kept in touch and Sokol even asked

her to attend his graduation ceremony.

“It was fantastic, it was like my own child

graduating,” she says. “I felt like I had done

my job, this is what it is about. It’s not ticking

boxes, these are real people.

“They want that comfort and warmth, just

like any other child and human being.”

In common with many unaccompanied

asylum-seeking children, Kirpal believes

Sokol tended to play down the trauma he

went through as a child.

“Having worked with other children what

they do is minimise how dangerous life was

for them. I worked with a young lady from

Kabul who said bombs were dropping every

day. It becomes part of your normal life until

you come somewhere that is more safe.

“The risk for you has changed – it’s now ‘I

don’t know how I fit here at all’.”

Sokol graduated at the height of the

recession. Unable to find work, he

volunteered as a classroom assistant. This

turned into a permanent job and he also

gained a teaching qualification. Finally, after

nine years living in England, he returned to

visit his family in Albania.

“I left as a child and went back aged 22.

My brother was eight when I left. He was now

17. It was a surreal experience meeting all my

cousins who had grown up.

“I lost two grandparents while I was away. I

had detached myself emotionally. Going to

their graves was like a bereavement.”

On returning to the UK, he gained a

position with a YMCA project in Leicester

supporting vulnerable young people. Funding

for that project dried up, but the YMCA gave

him a new role as an engagement worker for

some 80 young people aged 16 to 24 in the

city centre.

Through the YMCA and Leicester Care

International he has also undertaken charity

work in Bangladesh helping develop health,

education, women’s rights and environmental

projects. He was recently nominated as

‘volunteer of the year’ in the YMCA’s Youth

Matters Awards and sees his future working

with vulnerable young people because, he

says, he wants to ensure others benefit from

the kind of positive support he had when he

most needed it. 

“I look at the relationships I had when I

came here that helped me become a stable,

achieving adult. I was a teenager who didn’t

know what was going on but the

relationships I had with my first foster

placement, my social worker and my youth

worker built me up.

“There are others I have met who didn’t

have that and are not in the same place as I

am. That is why I do this work, to show that

there are people around that want the best

for you – that’s the driving force for the future

in whatever work I do.”

“I was looking at her
thinking ‘what is her
angle? Why does she

want to go for a coffee?”
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