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NEWS UPDATE – No.5:  May 2010

LOCAL SUPPORT SERVICE
British Red Cross food aid for destitute asylum seekers
Many people and organisations donate bags of food and other items to help destitute asylum seekers who may be sleeping rough, or receiving some housing support but are reliant on others for food.  The following piece gives a short description of how this service works and what happens to the food once it has been handed in.

In its storage area in the London Rd office, the Red Cross volunteers have labelled areas to store the food and non food items according to various categories.  The first action is to check the sell-by date of the food items and those with a longer life beyond 2010 will be stored separately for later use – the priority is to ensure that those with a shorter life are used first.
Within this category foods will be classified according to whether they require cooking or can be eaten as they are and vegetarian food is separated from meat and fish.  Toiletries, baby items, biscuits and “treats” are also stored separately.  During harvest festival periods when a considerable amount of fresh food may be received – this is made available in a box in the reception area and people are encouraged to help themselves.  Sometimes they receive items in bulk such as the food donations organised by students at Leicester University from halls of residence at the end of term.

There are two main types of destitute asylum seekers who are helped. The first are those who are being accommodated by relatives or community members and have access to cooking facilities, but where contributions of food may be vital to ensure the continuance of help. They may receive 2 bags of food a week.  The second are street sleepers.  Staff and volunteers talk to those needing help initially to determine the kind of items they will need.  Street sleepers will receive a special box containing blankets, bin liners, and items such as fruit juice, self opening sardines, baked beans and other tins, dried fruit, crisps and cereal bars.  Pot noodles are a useful food source as people can often get hot water from cafes to use with them.  Non food items supplied include one use towels, toiletries, socks, umbrellas.

In general terms the Red Cross receives about 2 donation bags of food a day and distributes 10-15 food bags a day.  The first three months of this year has seen a steep increase in demand – possibly coinciding with attempts by the Home Office to obtain decisions on their longest standing cases. Between Jan-March 2010 they saw a total of 440 individual service users, 229 of whom were destitute and 168 of whom accessed orientation services.  The total number of actions undertaken by staff and volunteers for the same period was 2,964.  As well as food items there is a need for volunteers to help provide practical and emotional support for asylum-seekers to allow the full-time staff to offer the specialist help. 
Anyone interested to help can contact Red Cross House, 244 London Rd, Leicester  Tel 0116 270 5087 and /or Kerri Beech on kbeech@redcross.org.uk.
LEGAL/BENEFIT ISSUES
(references in this newsletter to “the government” refers to the previous Labour Government which completed its term in April of this year)

Financial support for asylum seekers to increase by 1%

The government has announced that it will increase the amount of cash support for asylum seekers by 1.1% across the board from April 2010.  Since the government made significant cuts to the amount of support asylum seekers receive in October last year, the Refugee Council and its supporters and partners have campaigned actively for this to be increased.  The recent decision will mean that adult asylum seekers who ask for support will now receive £35.52 per week.  Although this amount is a little over half of what the government says a person needs to live on, and will still leave many people struggling to survive, it is due to the efforts of campaigners and partners that the government has chosen not to freeze or cut support rates at a time when debate is focussed on cuts to public services

www.refugee-council.org.uk
Government publishes consultation on charging foreign nationals for healthcare – some refused asylum seekers will now be exempt

The government has published its consultation on proposed changes to the system for charging for secondary healthcare (hospital treatment).  As things currently stand, an asylum seeker whose claim has been refused, who has exhausted all appeal rights and who has not yet begun treatment in a hospital has to pay for it.  This has led to harrowing cases of women giving birth at home, or people being denied treatment for cancer, because they are unable to pay.  The Department of Health is now proposing to modify the regulations to exclude asylum seekers whose claims have been refused but who are on Section 4 or Section 95 support.  They also recognise that refused asylum seekers are unlikely to be able to pay for treatment, particularly if it is costly, therefore debts may be written off. They have also changed the rules so that unaccompanied children, previously included in the charging regulations, are exempt.

www.refugeecouncil.org.uk
New restrictions on access to driving licences
In a written answer on March 25 2010 Paul Clark MP Parliamentary Under Secretary for Transport stated the following: As a preliminary measure, I am informing the House that from today those applying for a provisional as well as full driving licence will have to demonstrate that they are lawfully resident in the UK, not simply lawfully present, in order to qualify for a driving licence.  Those who are present in the UK on temporary permission or temporary release under the Immigration Act 1971 will not be considered eligible for a driving licence.  Those granted leave to enter or remain in the UK for at least 185 days will continue to be able to apply for a licence whilst their leave is extant, provided they otherwise qualify.

http://www.dft.gov.uk/press/speechesstatements/statements/clark20100325
STATISTICS

Asylum applications drop

The latest quarterly figures show that the number of asylum applications in the last quarter of 2009 was 4,765 compared with the same period of 2008 when 6,775 applied — a 30% drop. The figures include 670 from Afghanistan, 555 from Zimbabwe and 480 from Iran.
The annual asylum figures for 2009 show that overall applications fell 6% to 24,250 with 27% of decisions resulting in official permission to stay, with 17% given full refugee status.  During 2009 a total of 64,750 failed asylum seekers were deported or left Britain voluntarily – 5% fewer than the previous year.  A total of 28,000 people were held in UK Border Agency detention centre’s last year, including 1,065 children.  The number of people granted British citizenship rose by 58% from 129,375 to 203,865 between 2008 and 2009.

However, the Office of National Statistics said there was little change in the pattern of long-term migration to Britain with 518,000 people coming to the UK to live, work or study in the year to June 2009 and 370,000 leaving to live abroad.  This gives a net migration figure of 147,000 for the year to June 2009 — a decline from the net migration figure of 168,000 the previous year.
Guardian 25 Feb 2010

www.guardian.co.uk/2010/feb/25/asylum-seeker-numbersfall
NEWS

UKBA is failing to clear backlog

The Home Affairs Committee has raised concerns about the failure of UKBA to process the backlog of asylum claims, stating this will have a ‘serious impact on thousands of people’ over the coming months.  In a new report published on April 7th, UK Border Agency: follow up on asylum cases and e-borders programme, the committee stated that despite reassurances from UKBA, recent evidence from the agency has ‘reinforced and increased’ their concerns that the backlog of 450,000 legacy asylum cases will not be processed by the deadline of July 2011.  Further to that, a new backlog of cases is accruing as targets to process new asylum cases within six months are not being met.

www.refugeecouncil.org.uk
More refused asylum seekers return home voluntarily

Asylum seekers whose applications have been fully refused are increasingly choosing to return home voluntarily, according to Home Office statistics released on February 25th.  The number of enforced removals was down on the previous quarter.  According to the Control of Immigration statistics released by the Home Office, asylum seekers going home through Assisted Voluntary Return programmes was up by 12 per cent (2,835 people) in 2009 compared with the previous year.  Refugee Action cautiously welcomed the increase in refused asylum seekers opting to access humane voluntary return programmes, rather than go through a costly and traumatic enforced removal process, but was also concerned about the low recognition rates on initial decisions for some nationalities, with only 5 per cent of Afghans receiving protection despite being the second largest nationality to apply for sanctuary in 2009.  One in 5 Afghans whose appeals against negative decisions were determined in 2009 were granted protection.  UNHCR figures show that Afghans applying for refuge in Canada, Belgium and Germany are more likely to receive refugee status than those applying for sanctuary in the UK.

www.refugee-action.org.uk
VOUCHER SCHEME

This was another rather quiet month, with only 39 people attending but we changed the equivalent of rather more than 59 vouchers.  We are making it clear to asylum seekers that they should choose only supermarket vouchers, but this month there were a number of other types.  Thank you to those of you who agreed to take them.  The numbers of asylum seekers receiving “leave to remain”, and so coming off our list, is increasing, probably due to the Home Office’s attempts to clear the backlog (some of our asylum seekers have been waiting 10 or 11 years!).  There are now 20 people like this since we started in August.  We shall be telling the various agencies who send us referrals that we are now in a position to take more people.

There was another bring and share party for asylum seekers and supporters on Saturday May 8th 1-4pm at the Secular Hall, Humberstone Gate (opposite Sainsbury).  bessie.hayes@ntlworld.com
RESEARCH/REPORTS
A new report documents the experiences of gay and lesbian asylum seekers who experience a refusal rate of 98-99%.
Failing the Grade  Home Office initial decisions on lesbian along with gay claims for asylum  April 2010   UK Lesbian and Gay Immigration Group
http://uklgig.org.uk/docs/Failing%20the%20Grade%20UKLGIG%20April%202010.pdf
A new report analyses the shortcomings of the asylum system and makes recommendations for improvements.
At the end of the line. Restoring the integrity of the UK asylum system  Still Human Still Here

http://stillhumanstillhere.files.wordpress.com/2009/01/at-the-end-of-the-line-2010.pdf
The Refugee Council has issued a new report on the experience of women refugees and asylum seekers who have experienced sexual violence.
Rape and Sexual violence – the experience of refugee women in the UK

www.refugeecouncil.org.uk
