Destitution within the Asylum System

People who come here seeking sanctuary often have no money when they arrive and it can take a while for them to be able to access support. They then receive financial payments (a single person aged 18, or over gets £36.62 per week) plus accommodation while their application is heard. Most are not allowed to undertake paid employment. In 2010 the UK charity, Refugee Action reported that people on asylum support found it hard to provide enough food and clothing for their children, or afford expenses such as school uniforms. 70% had been unable to buy fresh food and vegetables in the previous week, 94% were still wearing the clothes they arrived in and over 60% could not afford medicines such as painkillers. http://refugee-action.org/documents/Asylumsupport_Refugee%20ActionFeb2010.pdf
Those whose applications have failed can sometimes access some support if they are co-operative, agree to leave the country, and can prove they are destitute They may receive Section 4 Support which can include emergency accommodation and a contribution towards their food and other purchases, through pre-paid cards. The personalised Azure Cards can be used in Sainsbury, Boots, Tesco and Asda and block the purchase of anything other than necessities such as groceries, household items and toiletries. They are not allowed to save out of the £35 per week. If there is more than £5 left at the end of the week, the firm running the scheme, Sodexo, reclaims the money from the card. (Families receive one card and money is not reclaimed from family cards.) This cashless existence means that people have no possibility of buying even such basic items as bus tickets and phone cards.
In February 2013 five N Ireland MPs were among 26 who signed an Early Day Motion asking for a restoration of the link between asylum support and Income Support, an end to Section 4 hardship support (see above) and the implementation of a single cash-based payments system. www.parliament.uk/edm/2012-13/1019
People whose applications have failed and who have been unable to obtain Section 4 support are forced to live on charity handouts or slip into the black economy with all its dangers and potential for exploitation. Most are asked to leave the country as soon as possible but this is not always possible to enforce. In some cases it is not safe for people to return and other countries will not accept people back. Health problems may also be a factor. 
The Joseph Rowntree Charitable Trust undertook a Destitution Inquiry, which reported that the system falls between two stools in terms of being too soft-hearted or too tough, and leaves ‘an invisible population of destitute people who can neither go home nor contribute to British society’. The research found people failed by ‘a tattered safety net’, rough sleeping, with grave social and health problems and many wrestling with thoughts of suicide. The report called for revocable licences giving permission for people to work until they can go home, and reasonable assistance such as basic food, shelter and care. (This report and others are listed below.)
The other area of concern is when people’s applications are successful and they are given leave to remain. Their asylum support is stopped and they are asked to leave their accommodation. It is important that they get proper advice and support at this stage so that they can find accommodation and access work or mainstream benefits before they become homeless and destitute. Locally, if this has not happened they should be put in touch with Extern’s Multidisciplinary Homeless Support Team, which is funded to assist new refugees, Tel. 9033 0433. There is also a Refugee Transition Guide: http://belfastcity.gov.uk/community/goodrelations/goodrelations-projects.aspx
The local situation

According to a BBC Radio Ulster documentary highlighting the problem of destitution in the asylum system there were at least 20 families and 14 individuals on Section 4 support in Belfast in February 2014. For those who do not even have Section 4 support the Red Cross, through the NI Community of Refugees and Asylum Seekers (NICRAS), will give people in this position £10 per week towards food. Some of those who have not agreed to leave the country voluntarily receive no payments and live in fear of removal. They must rely on the generosity of others or starve. They are likely to avoid official bodies and recognised charities. They may stay with friends for a while, work in the black economy and only resurface if they are in desperation. It is not known how many such people are living locally. In the Radio Ulster programme destitute people expressed gratitude for the generosity of local people, such as members of the Belfast Friendship Club, churches, and charities such as St Vincent de Paul. Presenter Chris Page said ‘It’s a limbo-like life with churches and charities filling the gap.’ Some of the background to the programme content can be viewed on the BBC web site. www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-26189348 An online article by Chris Page, describes the situation for those who find themselves without support. www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-26189348
Groups such as the NI Community of Refugees and Asylum Seekers (NICRAS) and the Red Cross support people as best they can and the Homeplus drop-in centre for destitute foreign nationals at 113 University Street, Belfast, has extended its services to people who find themselves without financial support at different stages within the asylum system. It provides a safe communal venue and a range of support services including food, clothing, shower facilitates, laundry, health care, translation, advice and liaison with other services, transport, telephone facilities, diversionary activities, emotional support, job search and helping to secure accommodation for those who are granted asylum. The drop-in assisted up to 60 individuals per day in 2013, over 400 in total, most from Somalia, Sudan and Zimbabwe as well other countries throughout Africa, Asia and Europe. In a recent 6-month period they have assisted people from many different countries including Sudan, Somalia, Nigeria, Ghana, Morocco, Bangladesh, Syria, Iran, Pakistan and Malaysia. The EMBRACE Emergency Fund and the EMBRACE on the Street projects both support these organisations in assisting destitute people who are in the asylum system here. See www.embraceni.org/category/about-us/projects/
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