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working with refugees to build new lives






Destitution: your questions answered
Why do some asylum seekers become destitute?
Under the present system, financial support and accommodation for asylum seekers is cut off 21 days after a final claim for asylum has been refused. During this time they are supposed to make all necessary arrangements to leave the country and return home. If they do not do so, they may be evicted from their home and become destitute.
The exception to this is families with dependent children who will continue to receive asylum support (known as Section 95) after a refusal.
The government believes that cutting off support will encourage people to return home, but in practise many do not, and end up sleeping rough, sofa surfing, and relying on charities for food parcels to survive. Others end up in exploitative undocumented work.

Almost half of the clients Refugee Action sees are destitute.
Why don’t they just go home?
Many refused asylum seekers cannot return home because it is simply not safe for them to do so. Most destitute refused asylum seekers are from a handful of countries, including Zimbabwe, Afghanistan, Eritrea, Iraq, Somalia and Iran – all places where there are ongoing conflicts or widespread, violence and human rights abuse.

Others are refused travel documentation from their country of origin, and some cannot travel because of ill health.
Some refused asylum seekers could safely return home. However, once destitute, cut off from all support and advice, they are in no position to make such an overwhelming decision or to investigate the possibility of return. Instead they live a hand-to-mouth existence, only able to think about where to sleep and how to survive from day to day.
Can they get any support at all?

Yes, if a refused asylum seeker can prove they are taking steps to return home, or meet other strict criteria such as being too sick to travel, they may be eligible for a limited form of support called Section 4 support. This consists of £35 a week in supermarket vouchers (or in some areas a payment card) and shared accommodation, usually in a hostel. 
However, many people do not apply as they are too scared to agree to go home, and the accommodation provided may mean they have to move to a different city, away from any family and friends.

Of an estimated 180,000 destitute people, only 11,000 currently receive this support.
What’s the solution?
Refugee Action is campaigning for a range of sustainable solutions to help people out of destitution:

1 For the government to grant Humanitarian Protection to refused asylum seekers who come from countries where it is too dangerous for them to return home. This would allow them to stay in the UK temporarily, work and support themselves, and rebuild their lives until it is safe to return.


2 For the government to maintain support and contact with refused asylum seekers, helping them to: 

· Understand why their asylum claim has been refused

· Give them time to think, prepare and plan ahead  

· Ensure that they have fully explored all legal and migration options 

· Where no other options are available, engage in humane, dignified and supported voluntary return, avoiding the need for detention or forced removal.

Last year, of those refused asylum seekers who did return home voluntarily, 68% were receiving support, only 17% were destitute.


3 'Let them work'

We are asking that all asylum seekers who cannot leave should be allowed to work until such time as they can return home safely. In addition, anyone claiming asylum that is here for more than 6 months while their case is being processed should also be allowed to seek employment.

This would allow them to support themselves and their families in dignity without relying on handouts; use their skills, and contribute to society by paying taxes.


4 Full access to healthcare for all asylum seekers
Currently, those who are refused asylum can still see a GP and receive emergency healthcare. But they cannot access secondary healthcare which means that many people cannot get treatment for serious medical conditions until they become life threatening. This is neither humane nor efficient.
What can I do to help?

5 You can send an email to ask your MP to contact the Home Secretary about giving support to destitute asylum seekers.

6 You can make a donation to our destitution fund to help provide food, accommodation, toiletries and bus fares to those who are destitute.

Please tell your friends and ask them to take action too, and let us know about any response from your MP by emailing our Campaigns Officer, Sara Ayech.
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