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Refugees & Asylum Seekers





Refugees and Asylum Seekers in the West End of Newcastle

This is one of a series of Briefing Papers produced by KIP (the Knowledge Inclusion Project) for local residents and community organisations in the west end of Newcastle.

KIP is funded by the Neighbourhood Renewal Fund to provide information to the local community on topics identified by local people and organisations.  Other Briefing Papers look at:

· The changes that are happening and planned in the area

· The proposal for a new Academy for the west end

· Vickers and Lord Armstrong

· Food shopping (in preparation)

· Housing redevelopment (in preparation)

· How are decisions taken about the west end? (in preparation)

This Briefing Paper focuses on the situation of refugees and asylum seekers.  It aims to answer some of the questions and concerns expressed by local residents by providing information about who refugees and asylum seekers are, how they arrived in the west end of Newcastle, and what their financial and legal situation is.

There is also a list of useful contacts at the end of the Paper.  These are organisations who work with refugees and asylum seekers. 

Who are refugees and asylum seekers?

A refugee is someone who has been forced to leave their homeland because of war, famine, disaster, persecution or abuse of human rights.

The United Kingdom has signed the 1951 Convention on Refugees.  This means that by law anyone has the right to apply for asylum in the UK and to remain until a final decision on their asylum application has been made.  There is no such thing as an “illegal asylum seeker” – anyone has the right to apply for asylum.

In terms of United Kingdom law:

Asylum seekers are people waiting for a decision on whether or not they will be granted refugee status

Refugees are those asylum seekers who have been granted leave to remain in the UK by the Home Office.

Discussions about asylum seekers and refugees in the west end often mix up different groups of people.  Some people assume that everyone with a dark skin is an “asylum seeker”.   This is not the case at all.  There are many people, especially of South Asian origin, who are long-established residents and may well have been born here.

Britain’s membership of the European Community means that nationals from other EC countries have a legal right to live and work here (just as UK residents have the right to work in any EC country).  People from Eastern European countries such as Poland and the Czech Republic, for example, are here by right and are not asylum seekers.

There are other people who have permission from the government to study or work here, and should not be confused with asylum seekers or refugees.   Newcastle has two large universities with international reputations.  Many people come from other countries to study in Newcastle, and some bring their families with them.  Many of these live in the west end because it is near to Newcastle University.  Other people come to Britain to work, especially in jobs where we have skill shortages.  In London, for example, 47% of nurses working in the NHS were born outside the UK.

Is this a new situation?

People have been coming to the west end of Newcastle for over a hundred years to seek asylum.  

During the Spanish Civil War in the 1930s many Spanish refugees were welcomed in Scotswood.  After the Second World War, many people from Eastern Europe who had fought with the British forces chose to remain here rather than return to countries that were then part of the Soviet bloc.  Some stayed in the west end, working at Vickers or in other local industries such as coal-mining.  After the Iranian Revolution, Many Iranians fled to the UK, and some made their homes in Benwell and Scotswood.

The west end has always drawn in people from all over the place in search of a safe place to live and work.  Many of the original population who came during the 19th and early 20th centuries were from Ireland, and a lot of present-day residents can trace their families back to “economic migrants”.

The west end has a long history of offering people a chance to make a new life.  There are benefits for the existing community as well as for the newcomers.  As well as offering an opportunity to learn about other cultures and countries, many refugees have skills and talents that the area needs.  Among refugees now in the west end, there are at least four doctors and several nurses and teachers.

Where do they come from?

Refugees and asylum seekers in the west end today come from across the world.  This reflects the fact that war, torture, famine and persecution are common in many countries.  

Many countries regularly use torture against their citizens.  In some countries there have been long-lasting and bloody civil wars – Angola’s civil war lasted for more than forty years.  In some countries it is common for people to be imprisoned without trial, even if they have not broken the law.  The National Union of Journalists has records of hundreds of journalists throughout the world who have been arrested and tortured for writing the truth about their countries.    

Most asylum seekers in the west end come from the following countries:

Zimbabwe

Angola

Afghanistan

Congo

Eritrea

Turkey

Iraq

Iran

Ivory Coast

Cameroon

Some people bring their families with them.  Others have to come alone, leaving their families behind – often in great danger.  Even more shockingly, some children arrive with no adult to look after them.  This is sometimes because their families cannot save themselves but want to give their children one last chance of safety.  Other children are orphans or their parents are in prison, and friends fear that the children may also be arrested or killed.

Ahmed came to Newcastle when he was fourteen.  His parents had both been arrested and he had not seen them for two years.  His grandmother looked after him until she was also arrested.  Family friends were afraid that Ahmed would also be arrested and possibly murdered.  At great risk to themselves they hid him until they were able to get him out of the country.  He arrived in the UK lonely and frightened.  

How does someone become an asylum seeker?

Many people do not come here knowing their rights and planning to claim asylum.  They come because they cannot stay in their own country for whatever reason and they think Britain is a safe place.  

When such people arrive in the UK, they will first be interviewed by an immigration officer.  If they then choose to claim asylum, they will be given “asylum seeker” status which allows them to stay temporarily in the UK while the Home Office decides whether to grant them asylum.  If they are refused, they have one chance to appeal.   While their case is being considered they are dispersed to particular cities where the government says they have to live.  Newcastle is one of those cities.  

Refugees are asylum seekers who have been given permission to live in the UK on the grounds that it would not be safe for them to return home or for other exceptional circumstances.  Nowadays people only get refugee status for five years.  After this time, the government looks again at the situation in their home country.  Arguably this is against the spirit of the Convention on Refugees, which was concerned with enabling people to start a new life.

Why do they come to Newcastle?

There are over a million asylum seekers and a further million refugees around the world.  Relatively few come to Europe, and very few to the UK.  About a third of UK asylum seekers live in London, and only 6% in the North East.  Newcastle accounts for about a third of asylum seekers in the North East.

The majority of people escaping danger flee to the nearest safe country.  This means that most refugees are in countries like Tanzania, which is one of the poorest countries in the world.  

Asylum seekers have no choice about where they live.  They are directed to certain cities and allocated a particular address.  The cities receiving asylum seekers include Stoke, Glasgow, Leeds, Liverpool, Middlesbrough, Sunderland and Newcastle.  These are often areas with declining populations.  Every year more people leave the North East than come here.

Those people who come to Newcastle arrive on coaches, often not knowing anything about the city or where it is.  Many are shocked and distressed, having experienced torture or imprisonment and having had great difficulties on their journey.  Many do not expect to see their homes and families again.

Refugees, who are people who have already been granted asylum in Britain, can live anywhere they want.  

Where do they live?

The system for housing asylum seekers is administered by a department of the Home Office called the National Asylum Support Service (NASS).  The government decides which areas asylum seekers will be housed in and which agencies will provide the housing.  

A proportion of the housing for asylum seekers is provided by local authorities.  In Newcastle, about a fifth of all asylum seeker families are housed by the local authority.

The rest of the asylum seeker population is housed by private sector organisations approved by the government.  When the NASS system first came in during 2000, there were two private providers in Newcastle – Angel Group and Rose Lodge.  Angel Group purchased a considerable number of properties in the west end, and refurbished them.  Many were in run-down areas such as Lower Delaval.  Rose Lodge, which made extensive use of privately rented properties – many of them in very poor condition – lost its contract to house asylum seekers.  Recently a new provider called Clear Springs has been approved to work in Newcastle.  Clear Springs has not yet begun to operate in the area.

The Angel Group ran a hostel for asylum seekers on the West Road.  This was called Angel Heights.  The hostel had initially been used to house men, and was then changed to women-only.  It closed earlier in 2005 following adverse publicity.  In its first two years, Angel Heights generated a profit before tax of £700,000.

According to its website 

“Angel Group Ltd has been an influential leader in urban development and accommodation provision for over 8 years”

According to The Guardian newspaper (3rd August 2005)

“Angel has had contracts with NASS for five years, mainly in Yorkshire and the north-east.  Income from its houses, flats and hostels  largely contributes to a turnover of around £20m a year… The Home Office is investigating allegations of financial irregularities”

The Angel Group has recently acquired Otterburn Hall which, its website tells us, is currently undergoing “a sensitive refurbishment” 
What financial support do they receive? 

While they are waiting for the government to make a decision on whether they will be allowed to stay, asylum seekers are not allowed to work.  

The system was changed in 2000.  Prior to that, asylum seekers could work or claim benefits while their cases were being considered.  NASS is now responsible for supporting asylum seekers.  They are given somewhere to live and a small amount of money.    The maximum amount of money paid to an asylum seeker is 70% of Income Support.  The level of Income Support is set by the government at the lowest amount someone can live on.  Many west end residents donate clothing and food to organisations helping asylum seekers.  

A typical asylum-seeker family with two children would receive about £15 a day to live on

Asylum seekers can use the National Health Service.   Failed asylum seekers have no access to health services.

The National Audit Office released a report in summer 2005 highlighting deficiencies in the NASS system.  The NAO found that 33% of properties inspected had “significant” defects and 7% needed immediate action.  There were no direct financial penalties for providers of unsuitable housing stock.

This followed an earlier independent review which found that NASS was an organisational mess

What do refugees think of Newcastle?

In spite of the difficulties, most refugees like living in Newcastle.  Those living in the west end usually want to stay when the government gives them permission to stay in the UK.  Many say they want to stay because of friendly neighbours and good community facilities.  One person told the council:

“Newcastle is a very nice place with nice people”

How many asylum seekers and refugees are there?

In 2004/5 there were 805 asylum seeker households in the whole of Newcastle.  Just over half of these were in local authority housing, the rest in private housing provided by Angel Group.  

In the west end, there were 84 households living in local authority housing.  
No-one knows how many refugees there are living in the area, although statistics from local agencies indicate that there are not large numbers.

People whose asylum claim fails lose their NASS support and their accommodation.  They are expected to return home.  This is not as easy as it sounds.  Some countries, like Sierra Leone, will not accept failed asylum seekers.  Other countries, like Iraq, are in such chaos that there is no safe route home.  Also, just because your asylum claim has failed that does not mean that it is safe for you to go home.  Many people are still very afraid that they will be arrested or murdered if they go back.   

Useful contacts

West End Refugee Service  

· Provides support, including counselling and a clothing store, for asylum seekers and refugees.

· Welcomes volunteers  

· Tel 2567862
The Rights Project 

· Community-based advice project offering a specialist refugee and asylum seeker advice service

· Tel 2731838

Asylum Seeker Drop-in Project  

· Provides drop-in sessions for asylum seekers where they can have a cup of tea and socialise

· Welcomes volunteers

· Tel 2734402

Comfrey Project 

· Horticultural project which has allotments, providing therapy and garden-based activities for asylum seekers and refugees

· Welcomes volunteers 

· Tel 2745588

This briefing paper was produced by KIP with help from The Rights Project

Printed and published by KIP, 447 Armstrong Road, Newcastle upon Tyne, NE15 6HS

( KIP December 2005

This briefing paper may be re-produced in whole or in part as long as copyright is fully acknowledged
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The West End Community Development Consortium is a network of voluntary organisations based in the west end who are working together to look at ways of bringing about more co-ordinated, broad-based community participation in regeneration activities by bringing together existing networks in the inner west and supporting the development of new ones.  It is funded for one year by the Neighbourhood Renewal Fund.  The projects involved are: Scotswood Area Strategy, Healthworks West, Riverside Community Health Project, Search and the Angelou Centre.
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