
Syrian Refugees September 2015     EMBRACE NI 

Not since the Second World War have we had so many refugees so close to Europe. Millions 
of people have been uprooted from their homes by the Syrian civil war, either displaced within 
Syria or seeking safety elsewhere. Most are in neighbouring countries such as Egypt, Iraq, 
Jordan, Lebanon and Turkey, creating huge social and economic consequences on top of the 
disruptive effects of the war itself. In Lebanon, for example, at the end of 2014, new Syrian 
refugees made up a quarter of the population, with 257 refugees per 1,000 inhabitants.
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Lebanon experienced a long civil war followed by conflict with its neighbour Israel and there 
are still armed groups in the country. There are fears that the Syrian conflict may make 
divisions in Lebanon worse. Amnesty International has pointed out that the increase in the 
number of refugees in Lebanon is ‘the equivalent of the UK taking in 16 million extra people’.
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The 348,540 who applied for asylum in Europe between April 2011 and July 2015 make up a 
small proportion of displaced Syrians. Increasing controls on movement make it more and 
more difficult for people to reach the UK. So, of the huge number of people in difficulty, there 
were only 1,648 applications for asylum in the UK from Syrians in 2013 and 2081 in 2014.
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Between January 2012 and June 2015, 4850 Syrian nationals were granted leave to remain 
in the UK, through the normal asylum application system.
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By 2013 Syrian conflict had already uprooted at least 6.5 million people, almost a third of the 
population. Over 2 million were already living as refugees outside Syria, and the UN Refugee 
Agency (UNHCR) reckoned that at least 10% were extremely vulnerable. They called on 
other Middle Eastern and European countries to resettle some of these people. The UN High 
Commissioner for Refugees, António Guterres said, ‘The burden of sheltering millions of 
Syrian refugees is far too heavy to be borne by only the neighboring countries. The 
international community must put in place more … measures of sharing that burden.’
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 The 

UNHCR begged industrialised countries to resettle 30,000 of the most vulnerable refugees 
and 100,000 more in 2015–16.
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 (Just over 100,000 places have been offered so far.)
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Germany offered to take 20,000 Syrians straight away, within their humanitarian admission 
programme,
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 but the UK Government was reluctant, saying that people could apply in the 

normal way (over 1,000 Syrian refugees had been given leave to remain in 2013) and visas 
for Syrians who were already in the UK were extended temporarily. Following pressure, 
however, in January 2014, Prime Minister, David Cameron said that the UK would take some 
of the most vulnerable Syrian refugees, but not through the UNHCR quota scheme.
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 The first 

group arrived in March 2014 and by September 2015 216 people had been resettled in the 
UK as part of the Syrian Vulnerable Persons Relocation (VPR) scheme.
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 Following public 

and international pressure, on 7 September 2015, David Cameron announced that the UK 
would take up to 20,000 refugees by 2020, with priority given to vulnerable children.
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By August 2015 the UNHCR stated that there were now 4,015,070 people of concern 
because of the Syrian civil war. These include 2.2 million Syrians registered by UNHCR in 
Egypt, Iraq, Jordan and Lebanon, 1.8 million Syrians registered by the Government of Turkey, 
and more than 24,000 Syrian refugees registered in North Africa.
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The Possibility of Resettling Syrian Programme Refugees in Northern Ireland 

Support organisations say that only a small number of Syrian people have applied for asylum 
in Northern Ireland since the start of the civil war, including only about a dozen during the last 
year.The only other legal access to the country is as students, highly skilled migrants 
sponsored by an employer, as wealthy entrepreneurs, or to join family members who are 
already settled in the UK. Temporary visitors may come with advance permission through a 
British Embassy, which is difficult to obtain. In Canada it is possible for groups and individuals 
to sponsor refugees
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 but not in the UK. 

So, the main opportunity for us to assist Syrian refugees is through the Government’s Syrian 
Vulnerable Persons Relocation Scheme (VPR). The resettlement of Syrian refugees in the 
UK has been slow. The Government agreed to accept some of the most vulnerable people in 
the refugee camps, but by September 2015 only 216 people had arrived. In June the Prime 
Minister promised a moderate expansion of the scheme with numbers not exceeding 1,000
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but following publicity around the deaths of refugees trying to find safety in Europe in summer 
2015, the Prime Minister said that the UK would welcome up to 20,000 people by 2020.
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Before resettlement refugees come to the UK the Government has to find a locality prepared 
to accept them and help integrate them into society. The Home Office has sounded out NI 
politicians as to whether Northern Ireland might welcome some Syrian refugees and there 
was a positive response.
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 This was followed up by discussions as to whether the community, 

and groups such as faith groups, might assist in the integration of Syrian refugees if they did 
arrive here. In the light of the increased refugee crisis, in summer 2015, local politicians have 
suggested that around 2,000 Syrians might be sheltered here.
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Organisations in the local Refugee and Asylum Forum welcome the prospect of Syrian 
refugees arriving here but, in a paper endorsed by ten groups, they asked for five conditions 
to be fulfilled urgently by the NI Executive before it is possible ‘to offer a safe and sustainable 
place of refuge to Syrian refugees and to better support our existing asylum seekers and 
refugees.’ These actions reflect existing shortcomings: 

• A properly resourced local Refugee Integration Strategy (like other parts of the UK) 

• A long-term commitment to funding refugee settlement 

• A mechanism to ensure that no person experiences destitution on being granted 
refugee status  

• All refugees have access to free, accredited English language classes 

• Work with the refugee support sector in designing a Syrian Vulnerable Persons 
Relocation resettlement scheme 

The groups witnessed to the need they had observed. 

Our organisations work for and with a number of Syrian asylum seekers and refugees 
as well as refugees from other countries. We have heard first-hand the horrors of life 
in Syria and the dangers of clandestine travel to Europe. We have housed, fed, 
clothed, counselled and provided a range of support services to people who have fled 
conflict, rape, torture, bereavement and hardship. Some of our clients and service 
users have family members who remain trapped in besieged cities in Syria or who 
are living a precarious existence in refugee camps in neighbouring countries. 
Through our work we can attest to and empathise with the immense pain that many 
Syrians endure on a daily basis. We therefore support any efforts to encourage the 
UK government to resettle more Syrians and other refugees. Northern Ireland has an 
important role to play in this.
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