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HUMAN RIGHTS AND ASYLUM

The University of Leicester sponsored a conference on Sept 21 2010 on the theme of “Being Heard: Human Rights and Asylum”.

There was a presentation from Andrew Lake Leicestershire County Council about the Dreamers Project – a youth group for young asylum seekers based in Loughborough which was started in 2002 and now has a membership of 90. As a youth worker Andrew became aware that young asylum seekers were living in poverty, were bored, had nothing to do, were isolated, lived in poor quality accommodation and suffered from depression.

His work with them aimed to help them use their collective power to campaign about their situation, as well as opening up some activities to them such as camping and ice-skating and developing their lifeskills.  They went to London to lobby MPs about their situation and hosted a visit from the UK Children’s Commissioner.  They made a DVD in which young people from different countries described the journey they had made to this country.  One group of young Afghans wrote to Gordon Brown with suggestions for improving conditions in Afghanistan and eventually received an encouraging answer and an invitation to attend a workshop at the Foreign Office. Once there they met with civil servants who listened to their proposals for improving conditions in the country and building better relationships with the local population.  The group is now waiting to see how they will be affected in relation to the proposed County Council budget cuts.

Gabriela Quevedo a research officer from the Information Centre about Asylum and Refugees (ICAR) discussed media representations of asylum, highlighting some familiar problems of unrelentingly negative and inaccurate portrayals of refugees and asylum seekers in certain sections of the media who seemed prepared to ignore all existing journalistic codes of practice.

Nimisha Patel, a consultant clinical psychologist from the University of East London, gave a moving talk drawn from her practice about the experiences of asylum seekers who had been tortured and how the Human Rights Act could be applied to their situation. The impact on the individual included emotional and physical difficulties, loss of spiritual worth which affected family relationship and parenting, welfare problems and social isolation. They experienced loss of home, citizenship, friends and neighbourhood.  In their life in exile however they felt marginalised, demonised, rejected and scapegoated, effectively treated as ‘less than human”.

She reminded delegates that an asylum seeker should be seen as an individual exercising their right under international Human Rights law. Exercising a legal remedy should mean being heard, believed and validated, being able to be with your family, being safe and holding the perpetrators accountable, thereby shifting the blame from survivors to the state.  As one person said “to be allowed to hope is the privilege of being human isn’t it?”

Jonathan Ellis Director of Policy and Development for the Refugee Council

outlined the main provisions of the Human Rights Act which British lawyers had helped to formulate after WW2 and highlighted how the current treatment of asylum seekers often breached these provisions such as the detention of children, the experience of destitution by 48% of asylum seekers and their experience of arbitrary detention. The right to seek safety is becoming more difficult with more barriers to access being erected across Europe, the right to work which was taken away by Blair in 2002, although 20 Trades Unions are now supporting its reinstatement. The right to education is being undermined by the practice of asylum seekers’ children being classified as overseas students but some progressive vice chancellors are helping with bursaries. The Refugee Council and other organisations had to be better at telling asylum seekers’ stories and challenging government fears of “pull” factors drawing people to Britain.

STATISTICS

For the quarter April-June 2010 the number of applications for asylum, excluding dependents, was 29% lower (4,365) compared with the same quarter in 2009 (6,110). Two thirds of the decrease was accounted for by the number of applications from Zimbabwe which reduced from 1,560 in 2009 to 405 in 2010.

In this quarter 5,220 initial asylum decisions were made, a decrease of 8% compared to the previous year. 76% of initial decisions were refusals, 15% were grants of asylum and 9% were grants of Humanitarian Protection or Discretionary Leave.

In this quarter 14,130 people were removed or departed voluntarily from the UK which was 14% lower than in 2009.  There was a decrease of 15% to 2,380 for those leaving who had claimed asylum and a decline of 13% to 11,750 for non asylum cases.

The British Red Cross said that, despite this fall, it was hugely concerned about the growing number of asylum seekers that they are seeing that are destitute. The charity’s head of public policy, George McNamara, said that the current policy is forcing thousands of asylum seekers to be refused. Even some people who have been granted refugee status have been forced into destitution. This is forcing them to have to rely on charities for support. The Red Cross does not believe that destitution should be an outcome of the asylum system.

He went on to say that support should be made available from arrival until applicants leave the country or are granted leave to remain. With the current cuts, it is vital that vulnerable asylum seekers are not made to suffer anymore.

http://www.hatnews.org/category/news/
The Home Office however has reiterated their traditional view of destitution among asylum seekers.

Asylum  (Destitution)

Home Department

Written answers and statements, 6 September 2010
Pete Wishart (Perth and North Perthshire, Scottish National Party)

To ask the Secretary of State for the Home Department whether her Department measures the incidence of destitution as defined under the National Assistance Act 1948 among the asylum seeker community.

Damian Green (Minister of State (Immigration), Home Office; Ashford, Conservative)
No asylum seeker need be destitute while their claim is being determined. The UK Border Agency provides support to asylum seekers who would otherwise be destitute from the time they arrive in the UK until their claim is decided, and any appeal rights are exhausted. Therefore, we do not measure the incidence of destitution among the asylum seeker community.

Hansard source (Citation: HC Deb, 6 September 2010, c35W)

REPORTS

Loughborough Reporting Centre 

Unannounced Inspection

Many people will be interested in this report on our local asylum seeker reporting centre which was published on July 15.  It gets a reasonably positive report but highlights some areas for improvement.

Recommendations comprise:

· People reporting have access to interpretation facilities where necessary;

· All staff have a clear understanding of their responsibilities with regard to recording complaints and up to date literature is provided, advising people how they can make complaints

· All relevant factors are considered (in line with published policy) when assessing people’s eligibility for travel expenses;

· All people using the centre have access to drinking water and

· Information on display is up to date, consistent with the UK Border Agency’s branding and informs people that private interview rooms are available if required. 

http://icinspector.independent.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2010/03/Loughborough-Unannounced-Inspection-Report2.pdf
POLICY

Call to remove regulations preventing asylum seekers from volunteering

Volunteering England chief Justin Davis Smith says the existing regulations ‘highlight the stupidity around some of these issues’

Justin Davis Smith, chief executive of Volunteering England, will ask government officials to remove regulations that prevent asylum seekers from volunteering in the public sector.

Speaking at a fringe meeting at the Liberal Democrat party conference earlier this week, Davis Smith said asylum seekers were permitted to volunteer for charities but could not volunteer in the public sector. In a discussion about barriers to volunteering, he said: “This anomaly highlights the stupidity around some of these issues. “Asylum seekers can volunteer to help run a tea service in a hospital, but only if that service is being provided by a charity rather than by staff at the hospital itself. We need to simplify the system a bit.”

Davis Smith said the issue was on a list of barriers to volunteering that he would urge the government to address. Others included “overenthusiastic” Criminal Records Bureau checks and jobseekers being told they would lose their benefits if they volunteered, he said.

http://www.hatnews.org/category/news/
Increase In Immigration and Nationality Application Fees

The UK Border Agency  announced proposals on 9th September to increase immigration and nationality application fees for all those applying to visit, study, work or stay in the UK from autumn 2010.  These came into force on October 1st.  In line with broader announcements about reductions to public spending, the agency has considered how best to meet budgetary pressures, and the proposals for in-year fees increase will help to offset some of these pressures (alongside efficiency savings).  Details of the proposed fees are set out in a written ministerial statement by Immigration Minister Damian Green. You can find the statement, and assessments of the new fees' likely impact, in the UKBA  Fees for our services section.

http://www.ukba.homeoffice.gov.uk/
RESOURCES

Good practice in social care for asylum seekers and refugees

The aim of this research was to examine and develop the evidence for good practice in social care for asylum seekers and refugees in order to develop a resource guide for social care practice in this area. Services for adults, older people, children and families across England, Wales and Northern Ireland were considered. The research comprised a focused literature review and a practice survey. The practice survey explored current practice in this area through 6 focus groups with asylum seekers and refugees; a national survey of 525 organisations including local authorities, care group organisations and refugee and community organisations; and follow up fieldwork. The findings are used to provide an overview of the social care needs of asylum seekers and refugees and to identify suggested good practice in meeting needs. Areas for suggested good practice are made under the headings: ensuring access; effective communication and advocacy; comprehensive needs-led assessment; personalised high-quality service provision; facilitating self-organisation and innovation. 

http://www.scie.org.uk/publications/reports/report31.asp
The Information Centre about Asylum and Refugees (ICAR) has produced the two following briefing papers 

Zimbabweans in the UK

Zimbabwe has been in the UK's top ten asylum receiving nations since 2000. This is attributed to the unprecedented economic decline and political instability that has prevailed in Zimbabwe. Not only does the UK receive most of its asylum seekers from Zimbabwe, the UK is also the top destination for Zimbabweans after South Africa (UNHCR: 2009).This guide serves to provide the most important historical, political and social context with regard to Zimbabwean refugees in the UK. It also highlights the key issues faced by this population. However, it should be used as a general overview or starting point and key texts are referenced to provide more in-depth understanding on particular areas. 

Download the guide as a PDF

http://www.hatnews.org/2010/08/13/new-research-publications/
Afghans in the UK

During the last three decades Afghanistan has been characterised by political instability and conflict. The number of applications for asylum by Afghans in the UK has consistently increased in number between 1997 and 2001, and since then asylum applications have remained high.This population guide discusses the profile of the Afghan population in the UK, with particular reference to asylum and refugee statistics, as well as relevant policies and important case law for the population. Key issues for Afghan asylum seekers and refugees are highlighted and information concerning relevant resources, projects and initiatives is provided. 

Download the guide as a PDF
http://www.hatnews.org/2010/08/13/new-research-publications/
Information pack for refugees

The Refugee Council has produced a new information pack for those who applied for asylum in the UK and who were granted permission to stay. It contains information about entitlements to housing, welfare benefits, how to apply for a travel document or opening a bank account. It is available in a range of refugee languages and can be downloaded from Refugee Council’s multilingual website. 

