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Who we are?

Asylum Matters is a charity that campaigns collaboratively, locally and nationally, to transform asylum in the
UK. One of the main objectives of our work is to end the inhumane policies which push people seeking
asylum in the UK into poverty and poor accommodation.

Evidence relating to Article 9 &11

Asylum Matters believes the UK is not fully implementing its obligations under Article 9 (right to social
security), and Article 11 (right to an adequate standard of living) of the International Covenant on Economic,
Social and Cultural Rights, given its current policies relating to asylum support and asylum accommodation.

Asylum Support

People seeking asylum in the UK are still effectively prohibited from working whilst their claim is being
processed by the Home Office so are forced to depend on support from the Home Office provided under
section 95 of the Immigration and Asylum Act 1999. The Lift the Ban campaign will be submitting a separate
submission on the right to work.

Since the last report support has increased minimally. The first increase was in January 2023 (from £40.85
to £45 and for those in full board accommodation to £9.10) after the High Court ruled that the Home
Secretary had acted unlawfully by failing in her legal duty to provide for the essential living needs of asylum

seekers. The case, brought by Greater Manchester Law Centre, Doughty Street Chambers and their claimant
CB, heard evidence that the Home Secretary ignored advice from her officials on three separate occasions
and found that she must increase the rate of weekly financial support in order to avoid breaking the law. The

case also challenged the Home Office’s 2021 decision to change the methodology used to assess support
rates. A full explanation of the case and its rulings can be found in the Free Movement article. The full ruling

can be seen here. There was another interim increase in July 2023 to £47.39 and £9.58 for those in full board
accommodation. Following the review in 2023, the current rate of asylum support is £49.18 but the amount

for this in full board accommodation was cut to £8.86.

In their recent report, the All Party Parliamentary Group (APPG) on Migration and the APPG on Poverty
stated ‘Asylum support is destitution by design and should be urgently reviewed.’? According to Migration
Observatory’s briefing Asylum and Resettlement in the UK, published in July 2024, asylum support rates are

in real terms 29% lower than in 2000.2 In their assessment last year, asylum support was 27% per cent lower
than in 2000 in real terms, so has dropped another 2 percentage points.

We produced a report called ‘Surviving in Poverty’ in December 2023 (before support rates were cut further

for people in catered accommodation) which highlighted the findings of a survey of over 300 people seeking

asylum, revealed the devastating impact of living on asylum support and the impact of the rising cost of
living. Key findings included:

e 91% don’t always have enough money to buy food

1 Page 25 The Effects of UK Immigration, Asylum and Refugee Policy on Poverty: A Joint Inquiry by the APPG on Migration and
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2 Figure 12 https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/resources/briefings/migration-to-the-uk-asylum/
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75% can’t always afford the medicines they need
o 85% struggle to afford the cleaning products they need
97% experience difficulties affording the clothes they need (this rose to 99% in full board
accommodation)
65% face challenges affording the toiletries they need
95% can’t always afford to travel where they need to by public transport
88% don’t always have the data and phone credit they need

83% say asylum support payments aren’t enough to cover the rise in the cost of living

We asked the survey respondents about the impact of the rise in the cost of living, 81% said they were
worried about the rising costs. For people with children, this percentage increased to 90%. The survey in
2023 was a follow-up from the survey we carried out in 2020, the findings of which are outlined in our report
Locked into Poverty, therefore we are able to make some comparisons. Compared to our survey from 2020,

12% more people were facing difficulties buying the food they needed (34% said ‘no’ in 2020) 3, the
percentage of people unable to afford the cleaning products they need has more than doubled (20% said
‘no’ in 2020)* and parents are six times more likely to struggle to buy these items for their small children (in
2020 11% said ‘no’).”

Due to lack of decision making the number of people in the asylum backlog increased exponentially, leaving
people living on these low levels of support for longer. At the end of June 2024, 76,268 people were waiting
more than 6 months for an initial decision on their claim.® The APPG on Migration and the APPG on Poverty
recommended ‘As a starting point, a review should consider returning to the position of setting asylum
support at 70% of the level of mainstream social security benefits. Whatever level is set, provision should be
put in place to ensure that asylum support payments are regularly uprated in line with inflation. If asylum
support remains significantly below the level of mainstream benefits, the time that people waiting for asylum
decisions remain dependent on it should be limited. For example, government could give asylum seekers
access to mainstream benefits if they wait more than 18 months for a decision on their application. If backlogs
were reduced and those seeking asylum had the right to work after 6 months...this would only apply to a
small cohort of complex cases.”

We recommend that the Home Office increase asylum support rates to allow individuals and families to meet
their essential living needs. This should be at least 70% of the Universal Credit rate for people over 25 and in
line with inflation. Payments to people in full board accommodation should be reassessed and increased.
The Home Office must ensure that the methodology for setting asylum support rates is fit for purpose and
should reflect the real-life experiences of people seeking asylum through meaningful consultation with
people with lived experience of living on asylum support and frontline community-based charities. Finally,
people seeking asylum should have the right to work after six months of waiting for a decision on their
asylum claim, unconstrained by the Shortage Occupation List.
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6 Table Asy_D03: Asylum applications awaiting an initial decision or further review, by nationality and applicant type - Asylum
and resettlement data tables
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Asylum Accommodation (Article 11)

The UK Government has a statutory obligation® to provide accommodation to people seeking asylum without

adequate accommodation who would otherwise be destitute. This is provided on a ‘no-choice’ basis through
an asylum ‘dispersal’ system, where decisions are made centrally about where people will be placed. Since
2022/23, participation in dispersal has been mandated for all regions of the UK. Over the last 20 years,
asylum accommodation has mostly been integrated into communities, in houses of multiple occupation and
flats: however, during the COVID pandemic, as its decision-making function drastically slowed and the
backlog of asylum claims awaiting a decision grew?, the Government and its providers started to rely
extensively on the use of unsuitable ‘contingency accommodation’ — largely hotels. Regressive measures
under the ‘lllegal Migration Act 2023’ further increased the number of people stuck in limbo in asylum
accommodation by making many asylum claims inadmissible to the asylum system.1°

The asylum accommodation estate has always been plagued by reports of poor quality, substandard
accommodation and a lack of responsiveness and accountability on the part of the contractors who run it.1!
However, the use of hotels in recent years has caused particular harms, with widespread reports of poor,
substandard food*?, and deleterious effects on mental health for residents3, particularly for certain groups
such as women'* and LGBTQI people® amongst others. The previous Government pursued a policy of

‘maximisation’- or enforced room sharing of unrelated adults in the hotel estate, despite previous
recommendations from Parliament’s Home Affairs Select Committee, and others.'® Changes to the Home
Office’s allocation of asylum accommodation policy?” in March 2024 had the effect of making it harder to

challenge placement in unsuitable institutional settings. The placement of hotels has often been instituted
with little or no consultation of local stakeholders, and the sites have attracted controversy, frequently
damaged community relations and provoked tensions, including action by far-right racist agitators'®. Several

hotels became a target of violent rioting and arson attempts in August 2024, following disinformation on

social media in the wake of a horrific murder of children in Southport.

In parallel to the use of hotels, the Home Office under the previous Government instituted a programme of
“large-scale sites” in which to accommodate people seeking asylum. The Home Office first placed people at
barracks in Napier, Kent in 2020. In 2021 the All Party Parliamentary Group on Immigration Detention carried
out an inquiry into the use of the barracks and Napier (and at a since-decommissioned site at Penally in
Wales), concluding that the use of such sites constituted ‘quasi detention’.?® In March 2023 the Jesuit

8 part VI of the Immigration and Asylum Act 1999

® Migration Observatory briefing: the UK’s asylum backlog: 3 May 2024

10 For more information see House of Lords Library: dealing with inadmissable asylum applications: 3 May 2024

11 see, for example, Home Affairs Committee, Asylum accommodation, HC 637, 31 January 2017; Wake Up Call: how
Government contracts fail people seeking asylum: Asylum Matters and partners July 2020

12 see, for example: Voices from asylum hotels: food and conditions: Greater Manchester Immigration Aid Unit June
2023; Racism and the food system: Institute of Race Relations May 2024

13 gSee, for example, Suffering and Squalor, the Impact on Mental Health of living in Hotel Asylum Accommodation,
Helen Bamber Foundation, June 2024 ;

14 See, for example, Coercion and Control, the treatment of women seeking asylum in hotel accommodation,Women
for Refugee Women September 2024

15 See, for example, Rainbow Migration’s briefing on the risks to LGBTQI+ people in initial and contingency
accommodation, December 2023

16 https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/2171/documents/20132/default/

7 https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/6613c118213873b991031b34/Allocation+of+accommodation. pdf
18 https://hopenothate.org.uk/2023/12/20/anti-migrant-activism-in-2023/

19 https://appgdetention.org.uk/inquiry-into-quasi-detention/
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Refugee Service (JRS) produced a report, Napier Barracks, the inhumane reality, documenting the daily

struggles of life at the camp, failures in screening for vulnerabilities, and a lack of legal advice.

The Home Office first placed people on the Bibby Stockholm barge in Dorset in August 2023, with those on
board describing the conditions as ‘unsafe’, ‘frightening’, and responsible for driving one person to attempt

suicide. After removing people from the barge due to the detection of the deadly legionella bacteria, people
were placed back on the barge in October, despite ongoing legal challenges and fire safety concerns. In

December 2023, campaigners’ worst fears were realised when 27-year-old Leonard Farraku tragically lost

his life on board the barge in an apparent suicide. Despite the new Government’s announcement that the
use of the Bibby Stockholm barge will not extend beyond January 2025, people seeking asylum at the time
of writing remain on board in ‘prison-like’ conditions.

People seeking asylum started being moved on to ex-military barracks at RAF Wethersfield in Essex in July
2023. There have since been various reports concerning the poor conditions on site, including of an outbreak
of scabies, protests, the reported denial of emergency medical aid, and enforced isolation of those in need
of mental health support. A December 2023 report titled ‘Ghettoised and Traumatised’?° by Helen Bamber
Foundation (HBF) & Humans For Rights Network (HFRN) provided evidence of significant harm and

deteriorating mental health, including suicidal ideation and self-harm; the isolated and detention-like site
being a contributing factor.

A May 2024 briefing: ‘Like a Prison: No Control, No Sleep’?! by Médecins sans Frontiéres (MSF) and Doctors
of the World (DOTW) called for the immediate closure of Wethersfield and an end to camp-style
accommodation. They found 74% of people presented to their service with severe psychological distress and
41% experiencing suicidal ideation as well as deliberate self-harm and suicide attempts. They reported
between 5 and 10 suicide attempts at Wethersfield in January 2024 alone, and described the acute mental
health crisis, harm and trauma perpetuated by the prison-like conditions. A further report by HBF and HFRN
inJune 2024: ‘At What Cost? The ongoing harm caused to men seeking asylum held in Wethersfield’ revealed
the deepening mental health crisis at the site with increasing numbers of people self-harming and attempting
suicide. Home Office data revealed 30 occurrences of self-harm or attempted suicide, 91 occurrences of
expression of suicidal ideation and over 160 safeguarding referrals regarding suicide and self-harm in the first
three months of 2024 alone. A report by Care4Calais and the Runnymede Trust: Racial Segregation and the
asylum system: the case of RAF Wethersfield 22 in June 2024 concluded that the detention-like conditions at
the site amounted to a form of racial segregation, or ‘segregation by nationality’. Persistent concerns at these
ex military sites include a lack of effective screening processes and safeguards, high levels of self-harm or
suicidal ideation, lack of privacy and sleep deprivation caused by shared facilities, geographical and social
isolation experienced by residents, concerns around quality of food, a lack of healthcare and access to legal
advice, severe consequences for people’s mental health, and ‘hopelessness caused by boredom’ which
inevitably leads to harm according to the former Independent Chief Inspector for Borders and Immigration.

People seeking asylum should be housed in communities, not camps. The Government should immediately
close the facilities at Wethersfield and Napier, desist from opening any more large scale asylum

2Ohttps://www.helenbamber.org/sites/default/files/2023-
12/HBF%20HRNF%20Ghettoised%20and%20traumatised_report%200n%20Wethersfield_December23.pdf
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22 https://www.runnymedetrust.org/publications/racial-segregation-and-the-asylum-system-the-case-of-raf-wethersfield
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‘accommodation’ sites, end the use of hotels at the earliest opportunity, and house people safely in
communities in accommodation which aids their integration.



