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Evidence Submission: Refugee Action on behalf of the Lift the Ban coalition 

Right to work for people in the asylum system 

About the Lift the Ban coalition 

This submission is on behalf of the Lift the Ban campaign, a diverse coalition of over 250 organisations 
calling for people seeking asylum to have the right to work after waiting for 6 months on their asylum 
claim, unconstrained by the Shortage Occupation List. 

What’s the current situation?  

People seeking asylum in the UK may apply for permission to work under Paragraph 360, Part 11B of 
the Immigration Rules1. An individual may only apply for permission if a final decision on their 
application has not been made within 12 months. If granted, they can only take up employment if the 
job is listed in the Shortage Occupation List (Immigration Rules Appendix K). This is a highly restrictive 
list, including such professions as ‘classical ballet dancer’ or ‘geophysicyst2’. This leaves them 
effectively excluded from the labour market.  

Why is this a problem? 

Not having the right to work impacts every part of someone’s life in the asylum system, including their 
right to food, dignity and freedom. This can lead people in the asylum system often feel trapped in 
their accommodation, not having enough money to eat or travel or be a part of their new 
community34.  

While being effectively prohibited from working, people seeking asylum are forced to subsist on 
asylum support (£5.84 a day) as they wait for a decision to be reached on their asylum claim. With 
inflation hitting key essentials this money is supposed to cover, such as the price of food and travel to 
appointments, people are being left in an impossible situation.  

Huge delays are being seen everywhere in the asylum system. There are delays in getting asylum 
support, receiving accommodation, and receiving an initial screening interview, to highlight a few. 
There are an estimated 86,000 people now waiting more than 6 months for a decision on their asylum 
claim5. During this time, they are stuck in limbo, unable to support themselves and, at times, unable 
to access the little support they are entitled to in the UK.  

The Home Office has argued6 that a less restrictive system would attract people to claim asylum in the 
UK who otherwise might not have done so. However, all the available evidence suggests that 
permission to work does not act as a pull factor. A review of 29 academic papers found that there was 

 
1 Gov. UK. (2022) Immigration Rules: Part 1b. Accessible at:   https://www.gov.uk/guidance/immigration-
rules/immigration-rules-part-11b 
2Gov. Uk. (2022). Skilled Worker visa - Shortage Occupations. 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/skilled-worker-visa-shortage-occupations/skilled-worker-visa-
shortage-occupations 
3 Lift the Ban Campaign (2016). Lift the Ban: Why giving people seeking asylum right to work is common sense. 
Accessible at: https://www.refugee-action.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/Lift-The-Ban-
CommonSense.pdf  
4 4 Lift the Ban Campaign (2018). Lift the Ban: Why people seeking asylum should have the right to work. 
Accessible at: https://www.refugee-action.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/Lift-the-Ban-report.pdf 
5 UK Home Office (2022). Accessible at: Asylum applications, initial decisions and resettlement 
6 Gov. UK (2022). Accessible at: Asylum Seekers: Right to Work - Hansard - UK Parliament 
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no correlation between right to work and where people seeking asylum chose to seek protection7. 
Instead, research shows that people are more likely to flee to countries where they have family or 
friends, speak the same language and believe the country respects human rights. The Home Office has 
provided no evidence for this argument8.  

Why should the ban be lifted? 

Lifting the ban on the right to work for people in the asylum system has always been common sense. 
The right to work is essential to integration and starting a new life. The evidence is overwhelmingly in 
support, and this would bring the UK in line with other countries.   

1. It is essential for integration and feeling part of a community. Access to employment 
improves economic and social integration by allowing people to improve their English, acquire 
new skills and contribute to their community. Early labour market integration has been 
consistently shown to be a key aspect of successful integration and crucially, it enables people 
to be self-sufficient. 
 

2. Allowing people to make the most of their skills improves life chances. Studies suggests that 
when people seeking asylum are subject to extended periods during which their access to the 
labour market is restricted, their economic integration is slowed, and their life chances 
negatively impacted. 910 Enabling people to work provides them with the human dignity of 
being able to provide for themselves and their families. 

 
3. It allows for routes out of poverty. In the midst of an economic crisis, with the UK inflation 

rate at a 40 year high (10%11), people seeking asylum are given just £5.84 per day to meet all 
their essential living costs. Forcing people who are fleeing persecution to spend months or 
years in poverty is inhumane. It has a detrimental impact on their physical and mental health. 
Enabling people to work provides them with the human dignity of being able to provide for 
themselves and their families.  

 
4. It challenges forced labour exploitation and modern slavery. Long periods spent in poverty 

without the right to work, make people more vulnerable to exploitation, including exploitative 
labour. A 2022 report found significant overlap in the most common nationalities of victims 
of trafficking and those who claim asylum indicates that there may be a high level of cross-
over between these groups12.  

 
 

 
7 Mayblin & James (2016). Is access to the labour market a pull for asylum seekers? University of Sheffield. 
Accessible at: labour-market-access-for-asylum-seekers_short1.pdf (wordpress.com) 
8 Uk Parliament (2020) Asylum: Employment. Written Question for Home Office. UK Government. Accessible 
at: Written questions and answers - Written questions, answers and statements - UK Parliament 
9OCED (2017). Finding their Way: Labour Market integration of Refugees in Germany. Accessible at:  
https://www.oecd.org/els/mig/Finding-their-Way-Germany.pdf 
10 Lift the Ban (2018) ‘Lift the Ban: Why People Seeking Asylum Should have the Right to Work’, London. 
Accessible at:http://lifttheban.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/Lift-the-Ban-report.pdf 
11Office for National Statistics (2022). Consumer Price Inflation 2022. Accessible at: 
https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/inflationandpriceindices/bulletins/consumerpriceinflation/august2022#:~:t
ext=On%20a%20monthly%20basis%2C%20CPIH,of%200.7%25%20in%20August%202021. 
12 British Red Cross and UNHCR (2022). ‘At risk: Exploitation and the UK asylum system’ Accessible at: 
https://www.unhcr.org/62ea90d2bc 
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5. Lifting the ban would help lessen labour shortages. The UK is experiencing huge labour 
shortages. According to September’s ONS Labour Market Survey (covering June to August), 
there were still 1,266,000 unfilled job vacancies in the UK13. While slightly lower than earlier 
this year, it means the number of unemployed people per vacancy remains at an historical 
low of just one for the sixth consecutive period. For comparison, before the pandemic there 
were almost two unemployed people per vacancy. In 2011 it was more than five14. In relation 
to this, it should be noted that the Migration Advisory Committee advised that the policy be 
reviewed.15 
 

6. There is a significant economic benefit to lifting the ban of over £300million per year. 
Estimates suggest that reform of the policy could lead to a gain to the public purse of 
£194.4million each year, taking into account savings on asylum support and accrual of taxes16.  
 

7. The policy is wildly popular.  
YouGov polling in March 2022 showed that 81% of the public supported lifting the ban. This 
support is also across the political spectrum. A survey of 1700 adults polled on 8-9th March 
2022 found that.  

 81% of Conservative voters agreed that people who have applied for asylum in the 
UK, should be allowed the right to work after 6 months of waiting. Along with 87% of 
Labour voters and 88% of Liberal Democrat voters. This was also 80% of those who 
voted ‘Leave’ and 87% of those who voted ‘Remain’ in the Brexit referendum.  

 73% of those polled thought the right to work would help people in the asylum system 
integrate into their local communities. This was 71% of Conservative voters, 83% of 
Labour voters and 84% of Liberal Democrat voters17.  

 

What should be done?  

Give people who are waiting for an asylum decision for 6 months or more the right to work, 
unconstrained by the Shortage Occupation List.  

 
For further information then please contact Leia Clifton, Policy and Research Officer at Refugee Action – 
leiac@refugee-action.org.uk. Other resources available at the coalition website: www.lifttheban.co.uk   

 
 

 

 

 
13 Office for National Statistics (2022). Vacancies and jobs in the UK. Accessible at: Vacancies and jobs in the UK 
- Office for National Statistics (ons.gov.uk) 
14Office for National Statistics (2022). Vacancies and jobs in the UK. Accessible at: Vacancies and jobs in the UK 
- Office for National Statistics (ons.gov.uk) 
15Gov.UK (2011). Migration advisory committee annual report 2021. Accessible at:  
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/migration-advisory-committee-annual-report-2021 
16 Refugee Action (2022). Ban on people seeking asylum from working will cost taxpayer £880 million - Refugee 
Action (refugee-action.org.uk) 
17 You Gov (2022). YouGov/ Refugee Action survey results. 
https://docs.cdn.yougov.com/ihe1pmjsxm/YouGov%20Refugee%20Action%20-
%20Working%20during%20asylum%20claim.pdf  


