Refugee Campaign
Irene Austin looks after this campaign.

Asylum seekers are those people from elsewhere in the world who are seeking refuge in the UK from some kind of persecution . They are looking to be acknowledged as refugees (the status granted  by the country where they have made application, when its authorities are convinced of the justification of  their case.)

 It is often not recognised that the number of asylum seekers in the UK is a tiny proportion of the net immigration total: in 2011 the number of asylum applicants was 19,894, about 3% of  total net immigration;  in 2012 the number was 21,785. 
Asylum seekers are not allowed to work in the UK, and cannot claim mainstream benefits. A single asylum seeker may receive £36.62 a week to keep him or herself, apart from accommodation and energy costs.

Claiming asylum can be a long drawn-out process, and if at the end of it, the claim is rejected, financial support may be withdrawn in an effort to make the seeker return to the country of origin. The alternative is destitution  and many asylum seekers prefer that to return to the persecution of their home country and sleep rough.

Amnesty International UK campaigns on various aspects of the asylum process, and is part of the ‘Still Human  Still Here’ coalition, which is formed by over 50 organisations campaigning to end the destitution of thousands of refused asylum seekers in the UK.  It campaigned on the way enforced removals from the UK are conducted following the death of Jimmy Mubenga in such a removal in 2010. In April 2013 AIUK produced with the Coalition a report analysing  decision making in asylum claims: over 25% of initial decisions to refuse asylum are overturned on appeal.

There is a dedicated post at AIUK, the Refugee Researcher post.  The Researcher regularly works with some of the UK’s leading lawyers in order to provide expert opinions to assist decision makers – both governmental and judicial – in determining who may be entitled to international protection in the UK. Though AIUK cannot act as a lawyer for an individual asylum seeker, the Researcher is involved at various stages in the legal process, including extradition proceedings and in providing expert opinion on ‘country guidance’- how safe a country may be for return by a seeker. Provision has been made in the proposed restructuring of AIUK staffing for retention of this post.

Irene has established and organised an annual event by our Group jointly with the University of Hertfordshire School of Law, which has often had a direct relevance to the question of refugees. Five such events have been organised over the last 5 years. In 2009  Actors for Human Rights  put on a performance  of ‘Asylum Monologues’ and in 2011 ‘Asylum Dialogues’, both of them portraying the difficulties of life as an asylum seeker in the UK. In 2010 ‘Journey Through Thorns’, an evocation of life in the Gaza strip was performed.  In 2012 ‘Outside the Law’ a film by Andy Worthington was shown about the detention centre at Guantanamo Bay, followed by discussion with the filmmaker. In 2013 a film was shown about human trafficking was shown, followed by  a discussion with a representative of Anti-Slavery International  and a panel of solicitors. This last describes the lives of victims of trafficking, who like  asylum seekers are lost and vulnerable and without legal status.
The human rights of asylum seekers are being more and more restricted and it is essential that the Coalition and AIUK are vigilant. On October 13 2013 the House of Commons Home Affairs Committee published a report:  Asylum. Seventh Report of Session 2013-14, which is highly critical of the way asylum seekers are treated by the authorities in this country.
