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	This document summarises the comments on Asylum Support consultation questions raised by delegates during table discussions at the YHRMP-UKBA Consultation event on 18 January 2009. Every delegate had the opportunity to discuss each consultation question.




Q1. Some asylum seekers frustrate the system by not making their claim at the earliest possible stage. Should we reserve the right not to support them in some circumstances?

This question had a bit of a mixed response. There was slightly more support for removing S55 completely but there was also quite a lot of support for having some timeframe in, although this was proposed as months rather than weeks. There was concern about:

· asylum seekers might not know about making an early claim (this was considered more of an issue for those who had been trafficked)

· travel to Croydon - would people know and how would they finance getting there, people should be able to claim regionally, 

· where people had been working illegally it was felt that they might not want to disclose this and therefore not have a 'reason' for not claiming before. 
Given that it is already happening in our region and there hasn't been any noticeable (for attendees present) fall out from this, there was cautious support that it should continue to operate as it does currently but there would be considerable opposition and concern if application of S55 reverted back to when it was first introduced.
Q2. Do you agree with our proposals to repeal those parts of legislation which we do not intend to use and which:

· relate to the withdrawal of support for families where they fail to cooperate with removal processes? [Section 9, 2004 Act]

· require failed asylum seekers to participate in community Activities as a condition of support? [Section 10, 2004 Act]

There was complete agreement from everyone present to repeal S9 and S10.
Q3. Should we support any failed asylum seekers who have been found to have no protection need by the independent appeals system?

If yes, under what circumstances should we support failed asylum seekers (followed by list of options)
The general view was that UKBA should support people until they get a decision or are removed.  If not, destitution impacts on local communities, and the region stores up expensive problems around issues like health. This relates to the perceived danger that restricting support doesn’t eliminate a cost so much as transfer it – from central government to local government and the voluntary sector.  This is something that is of concern.

The biggest part of the discussions focused on removals – and ensuring that a properly thought through removals policy was put in place.  The view is that if people were removed then the issue about support for failed asylum seekers would not be an issue.  

There was scepticism about whether ‘making life harder’ for failed asylum seekers has any impact on their willingness to take up voluntary returns packages, and a concern that the proposed legislation puts too much emphasis on voluntary returns without seeing that as part of a broader package of returns (including enforced return).  

Also on Assisted Voluntary Return (AVR) there was a view that the current system isn’t flexible enough to be able to offer that sort of support in terms of decision making at the point of decision where people might be more inclined to accept it.  The model itself needs to be improved.  

Q4. Do you agree that we should be able to set a fixed time limit for support for those supported on the basis that they are taking steps to leave, with no right of appeal?

There was no real support for this proposal. 

Delegates felt that people should be supported up until a final decision and then returned, rather than withdrawing support and creating a gap that other spheres of government then needed to fill

Q5. Do you agree that the way in which support is provided to asylum seekers should be different than the way support is provided to those who have been found to have no protection need?

The overwhelming majority of delegates thought there ought to be no difference in support and felt that people should remain on the same support until they left the country. It was also considered to be more cost effective for UKBA to administer one support system, although there would need to be an increase in the rate of removals, both forced and voluntary, to maintain this cost effectiveness in the long term.
Some delegates supported granting cash support to refused asylum seekers - but at a lower level than S95 rates (10% less than S95 rates, for example) to indicate that people should return home. Only one delegate felt that there needed to be something 'different' in the form of cashless support to encourage voluntary return. 
Many delegates felt that regardless of how hard UKBA made it for refused asylum seekers, it would not incentivize people to return home and just created significant pressures and problems for both voluntary, community and statutory service providers. For example, the complete lack of cash was cited by many as causing huge difficulties, particularly in preventing people from using public transport and difficulties accessing health appointments was raised by a few people as a real concern. A UKBA representative explained that the rationale behind cashless support is that it is a punitive measure to 'persuade' people to go home; on this basis delegates thought that it clearly isn't working and should give evidence enough to review this type of support.
Q6. Do you think that closer working with both the voluntary sector and local authorities will:

a) help applicants understand the options available to them at each stage of the process?

b) encourage those who are found to have no protection need to accept their position and return voluntarily?

There was almost a unanimous ‘yes’ response to Q6. It was agreed that a closer working relationship between the voluntary sector, local authorities and UKBA will help applicants to understand the different choices they face. Many felt the onus should be on UKBA working more with voluntary sector and local authorities - not the other way around.

Most agreed that A (understanding options) should lead to B (voluntarily return) - but that it is not necessarily the case. Delegates strongly felt that it would be more likely if the voluntary sector and local authorities had more faith in the asylum system and the decisions made on asylum claims (shown in high rates of successful appeals and despite limited legal aid support).
There was resounding agreement that there needs to be consistency and uniformity in the messages given across sectors. Delegates strongly felt that a clear distinction should be made between giving impartial information about various choices - and persuading applicants to take any particular choice (which should not be down to an individual caseworker’s subjective views).

Concerns were raised about 

· how this will effect the relationship of trust between the voluntary sector and the applicant.

· what training, possible OISC accreditation and funding covers this extra workload and what expectations there will be, given the immediate, basic and urgent needs of many clients. Formal mechanisms may be helpful
· fear and perceived lack of safety of the country of origin will not be overcome through this measure, particularly as many applicants get information on their country of origin from their own community
Q7. Do you agree that case owners should be able to tailor accommodation  provisions for those who have been found to have no protection need and bring families who purposefully frustrate the system into full board accommodation (where this could assist with removal or return)?

Delegates were broadly supportive of using full board accommodation, but only where it is clearly linked to facilitating return. Some concerns were raised about the effects upon children who could be made more vulnerable.
Q8. Do you agree that the offences to tackle support fraud should apply to all types of support?

There was complete agreement from everyone present to include S4 fraud support along with other types of support fraud.
Other themes discussed beyond the consultation questions

· There was some surprise that the ‘reforms’ were not major but appeared to be focused solely on financial concerns

· Fairness was a continual theme of discussions. Examples include:

· perceived unfairness of the asylum system

· tone of the consultation document itself

· fairness needed to support the most vulnerable groups (victims of trafficking, domestic violence etc.) as only families seem to be systematically differentiated

· unfair that those whom it is agreed there is no safe route of return are on harsher support
· need to improve ESOL availability to give people a fair chance at making an asylum claim.
· A number of questions arose during the day to clarify what the proposals actually meant in practice and how it would affect delegates e.g. CTA proposals, new terminology (permission and expulsion) and what it covers

· Some lack of awareness among delegates that certain provisions do exist e.g. some additional support can be granted to S4 clients in particular circumstances by their accommodation provider, that people can apply for permission to work after 6 months in the asylum system

· How these proposals will affect community cohesion

Alternative proposals that were suggested included:

· Incentivising compliance by giving cash support to all until they do not comply – then to be put on cashless support

· Earlier right to work

· Return agreements with countries of origin could ensure compliance by states with redocumentation if their compliance was tied to aid

· Decisions on safe routes of return should be independently made – or at least by the Foreign & Commonwealth Office rather than the Secretary of State.
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For further information, contact Pip:
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