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NEWS UPDATE – NO. 2 : OCTOBER 2009
LEGAL ISSUES
Borders, Citizenship and Immigration Act   Sept 2009

This Act has introduced significant changes which affect refugees applying for naturalisation: once these sections are brought finally into law, planned for July 2011, most people will have a qualifying period of 8 years (up from 5) before they can apply for citizenship.  If they do some voluntary work, known as ‘active citizenship’, then this period of time will be reduced to six years.
The Refugee Council is opposed to these changes as they believe that a person recognised as a refugee by the UK should receive permanent residence from the time they receive refugee status so they can rebuild their lives.  They believe that refugees should not be forced to endure the uncertainty of an extended period of temporary leave before they can become British citizens.

Other provisions in the Act mean that arrangements will have to be in place for the UK Borders Agency to safeguard the welfare of children, bringing them in line with all other bodies that have contact with children.
http://www.refugeecouncil.org.uk/policy/briefings/2009/bci_act.htm
Judges’ Ruling – Minor crime doesn’t justify deportation
Over the last few years human rights lawyers and refugee support groups have expressed increasing concern over Home Office policy to treat refugees who commit minor offences as ‘foreign national criminals’ and deport them.  Now the Court of Appeal, in a ruling on June 26 2009, has held that regulations issued by the Home Office authorising deportation of refugees for relatively minor offences are illegal.  A legal challenge was brought by a Serbian national who was sentenced to 12 months in a Young Offender Institution for burglary.  The Home Office proposed to deport him despite his refugee status, but the Court of Appeal allowed his appeal and sent his case back to be reconsidered.  The issue has turned on the definition of ‘particularly serious crimes’ which the Refugee Convention allows as a reason to send refugees back.  The Home Office has defined it as any crime attracting imprisonment of two years or more, or any offence specified in Home Office regulations which covers a range from genocide to criminal damage.  The Court of Appeal said that trivial offences in the regulations could not be considered ‘particularly serious’ and struck them down as unlawful.
http://www.irr.org.uk/2009/september/bw000003.html
ASYLUM STATISTICS

Quarter 2  April-June 2009

There were 6,045 applications for asylum, 4% higher than the same quarter in 2008.  5,770 decisions were made, a 15% increase on 2008.  72% of initial decisions were refusals, 18% were granted asylum, 11% were granted discretionary leave.

15,515 people were removed or departed voluntarily, 3% fewer than 2008.
http://www.homeoffice.gov.uk/rds/pdfs09/immiq209.pdf
IDENTITY CHECKS

The UK Border Agency plans a 10 month trial of isotope analysis to test people’s nationality.  This will involve UKBA staff taking samples of hair and nails on a voluntary basis from people believed to be making false claims about their nationality when claiming asylum.  The samples will allow testing of the isotope configuration stored in a person’s body.  They will additionally seek mitochondrial and Y chromosome DNA.  Mouth swabs will also be used to test whether children brought in by an asylum claimant are their children or not.  Isotope analysis has been used to find out where someone has been since hair and nails retain vestiges of food and water which are traceable to specific places.  Critics say that nationality is a legal, not a biological category, and to use biological tests to establish a juridical category is inherently flawed.
http://www.irr.org.uk/2009/september/ha000014.html
LEICESTER VOUCHER EXCHANGE SCHEME

Bessie Hayes the scheme coordinator reports:

Our second exchange on September 18th went well, with 32 vouchers exchanged. Our computer, which is quite an old one, on which we check the card balances, played up a bit, which slowed things down and meant a long wait for some people.  In spite of this, as before there was a lot of gratitude expressed.  A sign of increasing confidence was the presence of a few babies and toddlers, who made good use of our toy box.
 

We now have something of an embarrassment of riches, in that we have 55 standing orders signed up and several more in the pipeline.  I am now sending information to new enquirers but asking them not to send in standing orders just yet, until we feel ready to expand.
 

We are still not sure how the new top-up cards (in place of vouchers) will affect us.  The start date for the East Midlands is now February 1st 2010 which gives us time for four more exchanges before decisions must be made.
Contact details:  bessie.hayes@ntlworld.com
RESOURCES

Writing School Leicester has a small pot of Writing East Midland funding especially to support attendance on Writing School Leicester courses over the current year to July.  Applicants need to be already writing, demonstrating ability and commitment, and probably from BME, disabled, refugee and asylum communities, or because their personal circumstances would otherwise benefit from this support.  Potential applicants should contact Val Moore on 0116 233 4343 or email val.moore@writingschoolleicester.co.uk
DESTITUTION RESEARCH

Refugee and Asylum agencies in Leeds have contributed data to a research report on destitution among asylum seekers in Leeds examining a four week period from April-May 2009, updating similar surveys in 2006 and 2008.  It is called Still destitute: a worsening problem for refused asylum seekers. It documented the circumstances of 273 destitute individuals with 80% being refused asylum seekers. At least 50% of those at particular risk were asylum seekers from Zimbabwe, Iraq, Iran or Eritrea.  An increase in individuals sleeping rough from 75 to 85 since 2008 was recorded with others known to be sleeping in squats.
Their recommendations include:

· Abolishing Section 4 support and introducing an end-to-end support system which would avoid destitution during gaps between stages of the asylum process and reduce the administrative work load.

· Improved information sharing and liaison between agencies so groups considered particularly vulnerable are safeguarded.
· Creating an independent arms-length body to make asylum decisions 

· Giving asylum seekers the right to work

http://www.hatnews.org/2009/09/25/study-shows-more-leeds-asylum-seekers-left-destitute/
SPONSORED WALK and MAKE A DIFFERCE DAY EVENT
Saturday 31st October 2009 will see a committed group follow in the footsteps of many asylum seekers who have to ‘report’ at Loughborough Reporting Centre either on a weekly or monthly basis, even if that means walking from Leicester to Loughborough and back because they don’t have any money.  See below for more details from the organiser, Aidan Hallett, and if you don’t want to join in the walk, join us at our Make A Difference Day event at the Secular Hall to welcome them back, and to hear about other volunteer vacancies at Refugee Action, the British Red Cross, Leicester City of Sanctuary and others (flyer to follow!).
Ordinary people, extraordinary situations

It’s February. It’s been snowing and it’s bitterly cold. Schools and businesses are closing because of the bad weather. Five pregnant women have no reliable form of support, 28 people with mental health problems don’t know where they will stay the night and 41 face a bleak future, having already been without regular food or shelter for at least 5 years. A further 36 wonder how they’ll support their families.

It sounds like a scene from Dickens, but it’s not. It’s from a survey of destitute asylum seekers in our own city… in 2009.

You will all have seen newspaper stories about asylum seekers receiving lots of benefits and generally living it up in ‘soft touch’ Britain. Having worked for many years with asylum seekers I can tell you that these stories are at best distorted and at worst quite simply false.

Asylum seekers have suffered the effects of conflict and persecution:- imprisonment, torture, rape or the death of loved ones. They leave all that is precious behind them to seek safety in the UK. They are forbidden to work and, if they have no money, have to rely on weekly Home Office support one third lower than Income Support, the breadline level for British citizens.

However, some people don’t get anything at all. In February’s survey, local organisations found 148 people with no reliable income or place to stay. 

Recently, the government decided to reduce support paid to some asylum seekers, with single parents seeing their income fall by £2 per week and single adults over 25 losing £7 per week, leaving them to survive on £5 per day. These cuts will leave many people unable to make ends meet. 

I wanted to respond to the awful situation asylum seekers find themselves in. I’ve decided I will do a sponsored walk from Leicester (where many asylum seekers live) to Loughborough (where they have to report weekly or monthly at the Home Office reporting centre) and back. Asylum seekers who have no support at all sometimes have to undertake this 25 mile round trip on foot because they haven’t the money for bus or train fares. 

With friends and colleagues I’m hoping to publicise the plight of these ordinary people who have found themselves in extraordinary situations and to raise money for the vital work of Refugee Action in trying to help them.  

Please join me on the return leg of this walk, starting in Loughborough at 10.30 a.m. on Saturday 31 October. If you’re not a walker, please support the cause by sponsoring me, at http://www.justgiving.com/goingforadander.
If you’d like to take part, please contact me at aidanh@refugee-action.org.uk, or on 0116 261 6205. You can find out more about Refugee Action’s work at http://www.refugee-action.org.uk/.

Aidan Hallett

Refugee Action Leicester
