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NEWS UPDATE – No.3:  DECEMBER  2009
POLICY AND PROCEDURES
CHANGES TO ASYLUM CLAIMS PROCEDURE

From Wednesday 14 October 2009, anyone who does not claim asylum at their port of entry will have to travel to Croydon to make their claim, regardless of where they arrived in the UK (around 90% of asylum claims are made this way).  And for those who claimed asylum before March 2007, any further information they need to give about their claim, such as fresh evidence, medical reports or country information, will have to be taken in person to Liverpool.

Donna Covey, Chief Executive of the Refugee Council said: “We are appalled at these changes, which were brought in without any consultation or warning.  Shutting down the option of claiming asylum in Liverpool is unfair and unreasonable, forcing people in other parts of the United Kingdom to travel to Croydon just to ask for asylum.  In addition, if people with older outstanding cases need to submit further evidence to ensure they are able to get a fair hearing, they will have to travel in person to Liverpool – up to now they could send their papers by post.  There has been no consideration of childcare issues, and torture survivors are not exempt from this requirement.  There has been little apparent consideration of the practicalities involved – some of the distances are so significant that it will be impossible to get there and back in a day.  There is no provision of travel expenses or accommodation, leaving it virtually impossible for people who are destitute to have their case heard fully and fairly.  The whole thing seems nothing more than a blatant attempt to make the asylum system even more inaccessible.”
www.refugeecouncil.org.uk
DRAFT  IMMIGRATION BILL SETS OUT LABOUR’S STRATEGY FOR ASYLUM SEEKERS AND REFUGEES

The draft Immigration Bill introduced during the Queen’s Speech represents a major overhaul of immigration law designed according to their perspective to streamline and simplify the complex and rather piecemeal legislation which currently exists.  It is difficult to resist the view that the proposals are designed to provide rather more control over the lives of refugees and asylum seekers than is currently possible and limit the power of the legal authorities to thwart the will of the Home Office and Border Agency.  There will be no attempt to enact the Bill until after the General Election, when many commentators expect either a hung parliament or a small Conservative majority, which are not the best conditions for implementing changes of this magnitude.  Workers in this field however need to be aware of the kind of proposals which are being made.  The Command paper Simplifying Immigration Law sets out the principles underlying the Bill and copies of the Bill and other papers can be found on the UK Borders Agency website.  The main proposals are as follows:

Permission will become the basic authorisation given or refused by the UK Border Agency—in an embassy overseas, on arrival at a port, on application after entry.  It replaces the current and overlapping concepts of leave to enter, leave to remain, entry clearance, the right to abode and exemption from control. 
Expulsion will replace the current separate procedures for deportation and administrative removal. All those expelled can be banned from returning—for a fixed period, or indefinitely.  As now, expulsion will be the automatic consequence of specified prison sentences.
Immigration Bail will replace separate provision for temporary admission, temporary release and current bail procedures.  As an alternative to detention there is a new power to require large ‘bail bonds’ for those awaiting decisions or expulsion in order to ensure they comply with bail conditions. There will be a standard menu of conditions including reporting , financial security and tagging  available in all cases. Those on immigration bail will remain liable to detention at any time.
The immigration appeals system has been simplified, in their view, to improve its clarity and speed for those who need to use it while reducing the number of cases where repeated challenges create obstructions to enforcement.  The Bill limits the grounds of appeal to whether the decision in question is in accordance with the immigration rules and otherwise in accordance with the law.  It will not be possible to win an appeal on the grounds that discretion should have been exercised by the Secretary of State.
The Bill sets out the UK Border Agency’s powers to obtain and retain biometrics to check and verify migrants’ identities.
There will be powers to stop and question persons in a designated area as to their immigration status.
There is a public consultation currently happening concerning proposed changes to the support available to destitute asylum seekers.  This emphasises the need for people refused permission to stay to be helped as quickly as possible to make arrangements to leave the country.  While families will still be eligible for various kinds of support, single asylum seekers are likely to have financial support withdrawn at a faster rate as an incentive to leave the country.

www.bia.homeoffice.gov.uk
ASYLUM BENEFIT CUTS GO AHEAD 
Despite protests from Refugee organisations the Government implemented its proposed cuts in the benefits provided to asylum seekers waiting a decision on their claim.  From October 5 2009 asylum seekers who ask for support and who are single and over 25, will receive £35.13 per week instead of £42.16.  In addition, lone parents with one child will not receive an increase in their income in line with the rise in the consumer price index, which effectively leaves them over £2 per week worse off. 
www.refugeecouncil.org.uk
DUTY TO PROMOTE WELFARE OF CHILDREN EXTENDED TO BORDER AGENCY

Section 55 of the Borders, Citizenship and Immigration Act 2009 places a duty on the Border Agency to ensure that when discharging its immigration, asylum, nationality and customs functions they take full account of the need to safeguard and promote the welfare of children in the UK.  New guidance issued will require them to make organisational statements of responsibility available to staff, provide service developments informed where appropriate by the views of families and children, provide staff training on this policy and undertake effective interagency work.

http://www.ukba.homeoffice.gov.uk/sitecontent/documents/policyandlaw/legislation/bci-act1/change-for-children.pdf?view=Binary
NEWS
UNACCOMPANIED ASYLUM SEEKING CHILDEREN

145 child asylum seekers went missing without trace from local authority care homes last year according to returns from local councils.  Most were juvenile asylum seekers who had arrived in the UK alone.  The Care Leavers Association warned that they may have been victims of trafficking and could have been forced into marriage, domestic servitude or sexual exploitation.

HATnews  www.hatnews.org
VOUCHER EXCHANGE SCHEME

The exchange on Tuesday November 17th went very smoothly.  44 asylum seekers attended and we exchanged 61 vouchers.  A new room and computer at Epic House managed to get people through more quickly. There was a happy, lively atmosphere while people were waiting, with lots of discussion, chatter and banter. 

 A new top-up card is being introduced by the Home Office (UK Border Agency) which will replace the present gift card or voucher system.  It is operating in some parts of the country from November but will not come into force in the East Midlands until February 1st 2010.  It will have some advantages in that the asylum seekers on Section 4 will be able to shop in a larger range of large and small supermarkets plus some halal shops and places like Boots.  It will have a name on it and will be topped up with £35 automatically every Monday and monitored digitally.  One sad and rather cruel feature is that the cards will be computer-checked on Sunday evening and for single people any remaining balance will be reduced to £5, meaning that month to month saving for some big purchase will be impossible.  There are more allowances for families with children but at the end of the day the problems with lack of cash will continue for everyone.

As a result we can be confident of two more months of our present scheme (and we are going to run two exchanges on a Tuesday and Friday in both December and January).  We are still not sure of how we will be able to operate come February but we are thinking of ways of getting around the restrictions, and we are in touch with voucher exchange schemes in various parts of the country which we hope will give us information about how the new cards are working.

Finally we are planning to have a “bring and share” gathering at Secular Hall, Humberstone Gate, on Saturday January 23rd, 1.00pm to 4.00 p.m., with all standing order holders and asylum seekers invited.  We are hopeful that there might be some joint singing and dancing from various communities.  Because of some capacity restrictions we shall need to know numbers and I would be grateful if you could let me know by letter or email if you would like to come.

Contact Bessie Hayes  bessie.hayes@ntlworld.com
MEETING
Campaigning with Citizens for Sanctuary
Wednesday 16th December, 6.15pm to 8pm
Refugee Action, Chancery House, 7 Millstone Lane, Leicester LE1 5JN
Come along to get involved!


RESOURCES
The Royal Geographical Society has produced a useful resource called UK Migration Controversies A Simple Guide which sets out common misconceptions about immigration and migration such as increased immigration is a result of weak border control; UK supports a disproportionate number of the world's refugees; migration increases unemployment and reduces the wages of British workers; migration leads to increased crime and healthcare and housing shortages; immigration has resulted in segregation and the growth of parallel communities.  In each case, research-based evidence is presented to illustrate the facts and to help dispel the myths.  The full report is available on-line.
http://www.rgs.org/NR/rdonlyres/3E05AE1F-1FFC-43B5-A37C-2203ECBEA17B/0/MigrationFINAL.pdf
