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NEWS UPDATE – No.6: July 2010
New reports highlight the plight of destitute asylum seekers
The British Red Cross published a national report in June highlighting the difficulties experienced by asylum seekers who had been refused leave to remain in Britain, but for a variety of reasons felt unable to return to their country of origin. Entitled “Not Gone but Forgotten” it draws on case studies of asylum seekers to present a picture of their way of life.

Nobody knows exactly how many failed asylum seekers there are in Britain but it seems likely that the numbers are increasing. The National Audit Office estimated 155,000-283,500, Refugee Action estimated 200,000 in 2007 and the London School of Economics suggested a figure of 500,000 in 2009.  The Red Cross themselves note that in 2004 they were assisting 7,920 destitute asylum seekers via their local projects, which had increased to 11,600 in 2009.  Many of the asylum seekers who fear most returning home come from Africa. A survey by Joseph Rowntree Foundation found that 75% of their destitute nationals came from countries either actively in conflict or having documented widespread human rights violations, particularly Zimbabwe, Sudan, Democratic Republic of Congo and Eritrea.
Although most asylum seekers are refused leave to remain about 70% of cases go to appeal and of these around 20-25% are upheld.  Of those which are refused in some cases people may not have had adequate legal representation or have not been able to get access to convincing evidence. Many appear to feel safer being destitute on British streets than returning to their own country.
Finding shelter and food are major preoccupations of destitute asylum seekers and 87% of Red Cross survey respondents often survive on only one meal a day – some going a whole day without food. 56% reported the Red Cross an important source of food with 34% citing them as their main provider of food.  More than half never or only sometimes had access to cooking facilities. In some cases there is a reliance on informal support structures, but there are often acute mental and physical health problems linked to long periods of destitution. Refused official permission to work, some asylum seekers may become involved in irregular employment with the danger of being exposed to exploitative, dangerous but hidden conditions. Some can only kill time on the streets walking around or reading in libraries, living just one day at a time, unable to make future plans.
The British Red Cross recommend the following:
1. The adoption of the principle that destitution should not be an outcome of the asylum system.

2. Additional support for all destitute asylum seekers with dependent children. 

    3. An end-to-end asylum support structure, including permission to work, until the
applicant is either removed or granted leave to remain.

    4. An entitlement to healthcare throughout the asylum process until removal or granted leave to remain.

http://www.redcross.org.uk/news.asp?id=104

The Leicester Asylum Seeker and Refugee Voluntary Sector Forum launched their own annual report on destitute asylum seekers on June 18 at the Red Cross office on London Road. This is entitled “Destitution in the asylum system in Leicester”.
During the month of February this year 6 local organisations collaborated to conduct a snapshot survey of destitute asylum seekers and refugees seeking help and assistance from each of the projects.

A total of 225 individuals presented themselves during the month who were destitute when they were surveyed
  24 reported they has slept rough the previous evening

  37 confirmed they were ‘sofa surfing’ between friends’ houses on an ongoing basis

  131 had been technically destitute for more than a year

  48 had been destitute for a period of more than 5 years, the longest period of 

    being 13 years 

  96 became destitute as a result of their asylum applications being rejected and

    their right of appeal exhausted

  7 had become temporarily destitute because of delays in receiving housing and 

    benefit support after receiving a positive decision on their asylum applications

  55 reported that they were caring for between 1-4 dependent children
Health problems
  28 described themselves as depressed/anxious, 15 reported problems with sleep   

    and 16 reported headaches 

  34 reported they were being treated for mental ill health

  44 disclosed other health problems

In common with the national report the annual survey in Leicester shows that numbers of destitute asylum seekers are increasing each year, and the experience of destitution is not successful as a ‘lever’ to encourage refused asylum seekers to leave the country, in the face of people’s often well founded fears of what might happen to them.
The report is published in hard copy by Refugee Action, Chancery House, 7 Millstone Lane, Leicester LE1 5JN  tel 0116 261 6200 

Executive summary

http://www.qarn.org.uk/homepage/2010/07/08/destitution-in-leicester-2010/
Gay asylum seekers win recognition as refugees

The Supreme Court, the UK's highest court, ruled on July 7 that gay asylum seekers who are forced to conceal their sexuality to avoid being persecuted in their home countries should be recognised as refugees. The ruling, which follows similar rulings in the Australian, Canadian and New Zealand courts, corrects a long-standing injustice and will be welcomed by refugee and gay rights groups. The case was brought by two gay men, HJ, a 40-year-old from Iran who claimed asylum in the UK in 2001, and HT, a 36-year-old from Cameroon, who fled after his three-year homosexual relationship was discovered by neighbours. As the Lords noted, in Iran, people have been hanged for being gay, while in Cameroon, the sanctions for homosexuality include up to five years' imprisonment, and although prosecutions are rare, informal violence and harassment are common. But the men's asylum claims were rejected on the basis that they could be expected to live 'discreetly' and so would not be persecuted on return. On appeal, the Asylum and Immigration Tribunal agreed, and so did the Court of Appeal but The Supreme Court said that it was fundamentally wrong to expect people to conceal their sexuality - or their religion or race - in order to avoid persecution.

But their ruling does not mean that every gay person coming from a country where homosexuality is punished will be granted refugee status. The Lords said it all depended on how the person was likely to behave if returned, and how the authorities would react. If the person was likely to conceal his/her sexuality anyway, because of being a very private person, and not because of fear of persecution, s/he would not be a refugee. But if s/he would hide her sexuality partly for fear of what would happen if s/he was open about it, s/he would qualify for refugee status.

http://www.irr.org.uk/2010/july/ha000017.html
ICAR saved from closure

Individual supporters and funders have donated £25,000 over six weeks to save the Information Centre about Asylum and Refugees (ICAR) from definite closure.

ICAR, previously based at London City University, was to become a casualty of higher education sector cuts when the university announced its inability to house the centre in April 2010. Without this base, ICAR was certain to close by the end of June 2010.

The centre, which provides an invaluable source of unbiased information about asylum and refugees, managed to find a new home at the eleventh hour courtesy of race equality think-tank the Runnymede Trust.

However, once Runnymede had stepped forward in May 2010, the two organisations then had just six weeks to raise £25,000 to cover the costs of the move, without which ICAR would have had to close permanently.

Thanks to the generosity of individuals who donated via a dedicated web page and contributions from ICAR’s existing funders, the centre will now be able to function as normal, based at the Runnymede offices in central London.

http://www.hatnews.org/2010/07/01/icar-saved-from-closure/
Majority of Refugees and Asylum Seekers feel welcomed by the average Brit
The majority of refugees and asylum seekers feel the average British person welcomes them to Britain, according to a nationwide Ipsos MORI poll.
The poll surveyed 327 refugees and asylum seekers across Great Britain from a range of countries such as Zimbabwe, Ethiopia and Afghanistan. It was carried out for Refugee Week (June 14th-20th 2010), a countrywide programme of events including concerts, film screenings, debates and exhibitions that celebrate the UK's history of providing sanctuary to people fleeing war and human rights abuses.

More than half of the people interviewed said that they either strongly agreed or tended to agree that the average British person welcomes refugees to the UK. 

Half of all those interviewed for the survey about life in Britain said they are big admirers of the Queen, half also chose Princess Diana as their most admired Brit, while football hero Beckham attracted 41 per cent of the vote.  Interviewees listed the News as their favourite British programme, with the X-Factor and Eastenders coming in a close second and third place.

The survey, carried out by Ipsos MORI and commissioned by Refugee Action on behalf of the Refugee Week partnership, revealed that what refugees and asylum seekers most enjoy about living in Britain are the British people, football, the multicultural society and British TV.  When asked which characteristics they thought best represented the British, the top answers were friendly, polite and obsessed with football.

More than nine in 10 said they are involved in groups, clubs or organisations in Britain which include religious groups, education programmes, and local community and neighbourhood groups, as well as refugee community organisations.

http://www.refugee-action.org.uk/news/2010/refugeeswelcome.aspx
