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Nailing press myths about refugees 

Introduction
A MORI poll carried out in May this year asked respondents what word the media most uses when referring to asylum seekers and refugees. The top answer, mentioned by 64%, was 'illegal immigrant'. 'Bogus' was cited by 22% of respondents. 

This comes as no surprise when you take even a cursory look at the British press, which is liberally peppered with the use of negative language and misinformation around the issue of asylum in the UK. Indeed, the same poll showed that respondents generally felt the media is negative on the issue.

Here are a few of the most pervasive myths which appear in British newspapers, against a few facts which put the record straight.



The Claim
"...a tide of humanity that sees Britain as the land of milk and honey."
The Sun, 22 May 2002

The Facts
Is Britain really the land of milk and honey for asylum seekers? In fact, no. Asylum seekers are not allowed to claim mainstream welfare benefits. If they are destitute, the only option for some is to apply for support with the National Asylum Support Service (NASS), the Government department responsible for supporting destitute asylum applicants. NASS support is very basic indeed. A single adult has to survive on £37.77 a week - 30% below the poverty line. It is irrational to suggest that asylum seekers embark on arduous and often dangerous journeys to the UK for that amount of money. 

From 8th January the Government will withhold support from the majority of people who apply for asylum once inside the UK, rather than at a port. According to housing and welfare experts, this is likely to lead to chronic destitution and homelessness. There is no sound factual basis for discriminating against those who claim asylum once they are in the UK - in fact the Home Office's own figures show that around 65 per cent of positive decisions are given to in-country applicants. 

A joint study by Oxfam and the Refugee Council shows that the asylum system, far from making the UK 'a land of milk and honey' for asylum seekers, institutionalises poverty. A report was produced on the basis of studying 40 organisations working with asylum seekers and refugees, which revealed that of those with whom they have contact, 85% experience hunger, 95% cannot afford to buy clothes or shoes and 80% are not able to maintain good health. The report reveals that many asylum seekers do not receive the basic support they may be entitled to, because the system is badly designed, extremely bureaucratic and poorly run.



The Claim
"Asylum seekers: 9 out of 10 are conmen" 
Daily Star, 22 May 2002 

The Facts 
In fact, statistics published by the Home Office figures (2nd quarter, 2002) show that well over 50 per cent of asylum seekers are given permission to stay in this country: 43 per cent of initial decisions that have been properly assessed resulted in applicants being given the right to remain in this country for their protection and around one in four appeals are successful. The fact that so many asylum seekers who are initially refused go on to win their appeals reflects the poor quality of decision making at the Home Office. 

Such statements fail to recognise the connection between the situation in countries of origin and the people who seek refuge in the UK. You only need look at the latest top four nationalities - Iraq, Zimbabwe, Afghanistan and Somalia - of those seeking asylum to see that this increase in positive decisions proves that the majority of asylum seekers are fleeing for their lives from harsh and oppressive regimes and severe ethnic conflict. It is unfortunate that the same government which is planning a possible war against Iraq, citing its oppressive political regime as good cause, at the same time fails to recognise the reasons why people flee such regimes.



The Claim
"…illegal asylum seekers"
Evening Standard, 24 September 2002 

The Facts 
By definition, there is no such thing as an 'illegal asylum seeker'. The UK has signed the 1951 Convention on Refugees, which means that by law, anyone has the right to apply for asylum in the UK and remain until a final decision on their asylum application has been made. The Refugee Council has taken the issue of this particular quote to the Press Complaints Commission for this reason.

In January 2002, the Advertising Standards Authority upheld a complaint against a polling company, which sent out a fax referring to asylum seekers as 'illegals', as racist, offensive and misleading. 

The fact that an asylum seeker may have entered the country illegally does not mean their case lacks credibility. It is virtually impossible for people fleeing persecution to reach Britain without resorting to the use of false documents. In recognition of this fact, Article 31 of the 1951 Convention on Refugees prohibits governments from penalising refugees who use false documents. 



The Claim
"Losing the war on asylum crime"
Daily Mail, 26 November 2002

The Facts 
One of many alarmist headlines implying that all asylum seekers are criminals. A report published by the Association of Chief Police Officers (ACPO) recently confirmed that there is no evidence for a higher rate of criminality among refugees and asylum seekers. In fact, according to ACPO, having fled danger in their home country, asylum seekers are more likely to become victims of crime in the UK. There have been countless attacks on asylum seekers around Britain, including the murder of an asylum seeker in Glasgow in 2001 and in Sunderland earlier this year. The murder in Glasgow prompted the UN High Commissioner for Refugees to condemn the British media for provoking racial hatred.



The Claim
· "Bogus asylum seekers are draining millions from the NHS"
Daily Express, 26 November 2002

The Facts 

This statement is completely unsubstantiated. What is more, asylum seekers are entitled to NHS services, like other residents and visitors to the UK. 

This idea ignores the enormous contribution that asylum seekers, refugees and other immigrants make to the economic and cultural life of the UK. Refugees bring with them a wealth of skills and experience - even the Home Office has recognised this and made a commitment, though its Integration Unit, to put such skills to good use. The NHS relies heavily on foreign labour - according to the Greater London Authority, 23% of doctors and 47% of nurses working within the NHS were born outside the UK.

According to a recent Home Office study carried out last year, migrants, including asylum seekers and refugees - are far from being a burden on UK tax payers. On the contrary, in 1999-2000, they made a net fiscal contribution of approximately £2.5 billion, worth 1p on income tax. 

Research carried out by Personnel Today in November 2001, found that 9 out of 10 employers want to take on refugees to meet skills' shortages, but do not due to ignorance of the law and confusing Home Office paperwork.

Despite such evidence and that of the contributions, real and potential, the Government has recently reversed legislation so that asylum seekers are now prevented from working. Home Office research has shown that asylum seekers would by far prefer to support themselves than be supported by the Government, yet the law prevents them from doing so. Sadly, it is asylum seekers who are demonised for 'draining' the state, when, despite commitments on refugee integration, they are discouraged from being independent.



The Claim
"Britain the No.1 refugee magnet"
The Sun, 14 September 2002

The Facts
No. 1? Even within the EU, the UK ranked 10th in terms of asylum applications in relation to the overall population in 2001. The truth about refugee movements is the world's poorest countries both produce and bear responsibility for most refugees. During 1992-2001, 86 per cent of the world's estimated 12 million refugees originated from developing countries, whilst such countries provided asylum to 72 per cent of the global population (source: UNHCR). If you consider global refugee and asylum seeking populations in relation to the host country's size, population and wealth, the UK ranks 32nd. Taking the greatest burden are Iran, Burundi and Guinea.

A recent MORI poll demonstrates the impact of such misinformation, showing that people vastly overestimate the numbers of asylum seekers and refugees in the UK - on average people think that 23% of the world's refugees and asylum seekers are in the UK, more than 10 time greater than the reality, which is actually less than 2%. 

The idea that Britain or indeed any other European country is a 'soft touch' is simply not true. As European countries from Denmark and Holland to Switzerland introduce increasingly tougher immigration controls, it is extremely difficult to gain entry to Europe at all. If we compare the numbers of asylum seekers granted protection in the UK with those in Canada, the UK emerges as far from being a 'soft touch'. In 2001, Canada granted protection to 97% of Afghan asylum applicants, where the UK granted only 19%. Somali applicants had a 92% success rate in Canada, where in the UK it was only 34%. 85% of Colombian applicants in Canada were granted protection, against a mere 3% in the UK.



The Claim
"'Asylum rejects' scandal: 90 per cent stay anyway" 
Daily Star, 16 September 2002

The Facts
Asylum seekers are not cheats because they have been unsuccessful with their asylum application - after all, they have exercised a fundamental human right. The asylum process is not easy: the criteria set out in the 1951 Convention on Refugees, against which asylum claims are examined, are very strict. At the same time, Home Office decisions are often based on inaccuracies, failures to probe certain issues, and an overemphasis on trying to discredit the applicant during the asylum interview. The Home Office's poor standards of decision-making have been well-documented by Asylum Aid.
A large number of asylum seekers have their applications refused on purely procedural grounds. Many are unable to complete the Statement of Evidence Form, in which they have to outline, in English, their reasons for seeking asylum, within the required ten-day deadline. 21,220 applications were refused on non-compliance grounds in 2001, representing a fifth of total refusals; such refusals have nothing to do with the substance or credibility of a claim.

There are clear reasons why the Home Office may not be able to remove someone. Whilst the person may be fully compliant with the system, they may be ill, pregnant or indeed the country of origin may not accept them back without documentation. The Refugee Council has set out principles for removals.

Further information
If you would like to get involved in our campaigning work, please e-mail us at: protectrefugees@refugeecouncil.org.uk.

If you would like further information, please contact info@refugeecouncil.org.uk or tel 020 7820 3085.

Note on statistics: UK statistics are sourced from the Home Office, www.homeoffice.gov.uk. Global asylum and refugee statistics are sourced from the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), www.unhcr.ch.



If you would like to help the Refugee Council challenge negative and distorted media coverage please e-mail us
This information is also available as a PDF file, which may be better for printing. Click here to download it. You will need the Adobe Acrobat Reader in order to view it. This can be downloaded free from the Adobe website by clicking in the link below.
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info centre : FAQs

Got a question? 

Find the answer to some of the questions we are frequently asked by clicking on one of the links.
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Frequently asked questions 

Who is a refugee?
Where do Britain's asylum seekers come from

 HYPERLINK "http://www.refugeecouncil.org.uk/infocentre/faqs/" \l "1" ? 

Why should the UK support people asylum seekers and refugees

 HYPERLINK "http://www.refugeecouncil.org.uk/infocentre/faqs/" \l "1" ?
Why do all asylum seekers come to the UK?
Is the UK a 'soft touch' compared with the rest of Europe?
Why don't asylum seekers stay in France or other European countries?
Aren't all asylum seekers 'bogus'? 
Is the asylum process as fair as people say it is?
How could the asylum system be fairer?
Are asylum seekers illegal immigrants?
Why do asylum seekers use smugglers?
Asylum seekers don't contribute anything, do they?
Don't asylum seekers take much-needed council homes?
Do asylum seekers get more money than pensioners? 
Should all asylum seekers be detained?
What happens when asylum seekers' applications are successful? 
There are many misconceptions about asylum seekers in the UK. A Readers Digest Mori poll carried out in 2000 revealed the lack of understanding surrounding this issue. On average people grossly overestimated the amount of money that asylum seekers are given, believing it to be on average £113 a week. In fact, single asylum seekers receive £37.77 per week - just 70% of basic income support. It is not always easy to get accurate answers about asylum, a hotly debated and often emotive issue, one which is not always truthfully represented by the press and is susceptible to political spin. Here are answers to just some of the questions the Refugee Council is often asked. 

Who is a refugee? 
Under international law, the word 'refugee' has a very precise meaning, as set out in the 1951 United Nations Convention Relating to Refugees. In the Convention, a refugee is defined as someone who:

· has a well-founded fear of persecution for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group, or political opinion;

· is outside the country they belong to or normally reside in, and

· is unable or unwilling to return home for fear of persecution.

The Convention was drafted in the context of the millions of refugees in post-war Europe, and only applied to European nationals. In 1967, a UN protocol extended the convention to cover any person, anywhere in the world, at any time. The UK, along with over 130 other countries, is a signatory to the Convention and its protocol. These two documents remain the foundation of refugee law today, committing signatories to certain obligations. However the interpretation of these international instruments varies from country to country. 

Whilst someone is waiting to their application to be considered by the Government, they are known as an 'asylum seeker'.

Some refugees have fled from countries where they may have been persecuted simply for being a member of a religious or ethnic group. Some have taken a deliberate stand against an oppressive government; others have already been in the UK as visitors or students when political changes in their home country made in extremely dangerous for them to return. 

top 

Where do Britain's asylum seekers come from? 
Asylum seekers come to the UK from the world's trouble spots. The numbers of asylum seekers arriving in the UK inevitably reflects the international situation at any one time. In 2001, the highest number of asylum applications came from nationals of Afghanistan (13% of applications), Iraq (9%), Somalia (9%) and Sri Lanka (8%) and Iran (5%).
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Why should the UK support people asylum seekers and refugees? Like all other signatories of the 1951 Convention, the UK has an obligation under international law to protect people fleeing persecution. The UK has also committed itself to the principles of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948), which includes the right to seek and enjoy asylum in other countries. As a signatory to the Convention, the UK is responsible for guaranteeing that those with refugee status enjoy equal rights to UK citizens. 
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Why do all asylum seekers come to the UK? 
In fact, they do not. The Home Office received 71,365 applications for asylum in 2001; this may seem like a lot, but not when compared with the number of asylum seekers (over 900,000) and refugees (over 12 million) worldwide*. In fact, most people seek asylum in neighbouring countries. Guinea, which has a population of under 7 million, supports over 420,000 refugees from Sierra Leone and Liberia - a ratio 50 times that of the UK. Some of the poorest countries in the world support the largest numbers of refugees. 
* All figures from the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, 2001 (UNHCR)

According to a European Commission-funded study, Asylum Migration to the European Union: Patterns of Origin and Destination (1997), most asylum seekers don't choose their country of asylum: where they end up depends mostly on how quickly they fled and by what means. Of those who are able to choose, important factors are those such as existing communities, colonial bonds and knowledge of language. Only a small group are influenced by economic factors, and most have little previous knowledge of regulations about work or welfare support in the UK. 
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Is the UK a 'soft touch' compared with the rest of Europe? 
No. According to the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, the UK ranks only 8th out of fifteen European Union countries in terms of asylum applicants per 1000 inhabitants. 

In fact, asylum seekers find it increasingly difficult to reach the UK's shores. The UK government imposes visa restrictions on countries which produce large numbers of asylum seekers, who are unable to claim asylum from their own country. Transport companies are now also fined for bringing people into the UK without the right documents. 

Life in the UK has become increasingly harsh for asylum seekers. The Immigration and Asylum Act 1999 removed asylum seekers from the welfare benefits system. The act set up a support system where the new Home Office National Asylum Support Service (NASS) is responsible for the welfare of asylum seekers. Asylum seekers are now entitled to vouchers, exchangeable for cash, worth 70% of basic income support if they can prove they have no other means of support.
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Why don't asylum seekers stay in France or other European countries? 
Many asylum seekers do seek asylum in other European countries. If we compare the European Union countries, the UK ranks 8th in terms of applicants per 1000 inhabitants, according to the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees. 

The fact that someone has travelled to the UK through another European country does not mean their asylum claim is less credible. Unfortunately, some democratic European countries may not be as safe for asylum seekers as we think. Different countries have different interpretations of the United Nations Convention Relating to Refugees, which means that one may offer protection where another refuses an application. France, for example, may not necessarily grant refugee status to Algerian asylum seekers, escaping violence from militant groups, as France does not offer protection to those fleeing persecution from any group acting independently of the government. 
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Aren't all asylum seekers 'bogus'? 
No. In 2001, 42% of asylum seekers were found to be in need of protection by the Home Office and were granted refugee status or exceptional leave to remain. 
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Is the asylum process as fair as people say it is? 
The asylum determination system presents a number of obstacles for asylum seekers in the UK:

· Some asylum seekers are interviewed as soon as they arrive in the UK. This means they have no opportunity to get legal advice. They may also be in a state of shock or trauma due to recent experiences.

· Asylum seekers who are not interviewed immediately are given a 19-page Statement of Evidence Form (SEF) to complete within ten working days of receipt. The SEF is very complicated and can only be completed in English. It is often difficult for asylum seekers to find interpreters to help them complete the form. If they fail to return the SEF, the Home Office will not even look at the merits of their asylum claim, and refuse their application outright. At the end of 2000, around 35% of asylum applications were refused in this way. This means that an asylum seeker may be returned to their country of origin to face persecution, even death, without having their cases properly considered.

· Asylum seekers need legal advice and representation to adequately present their asylum case. However, there are simply not enough legal advisers available to do this work. A recent Law Society survey shows that most asylum seekers have difficulty finding a legal adviser to help them. To make matters worse, newly-arrived asylum seekers are being dispersed to accommodation outside London, where it can be extremely difficult to access good legal advice on asylum.

· The Home Office routinely decides that some asylum applications are without merit. This could be because the asylum seeker's country of origin is deemed to be safe. These cases are fast-tracked and may then have limited appeal rights. Such cases are also more likely to be detained. 
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How could the asylum system be fairer? 
The Refugee Council believes that a fair asylum determination should ensure:

· That each asylum application is examined on its own merit, as laid out in the 1951 United Nations Convention Relating to Refugees.

· That asylum seekers have adequate time and means to complete all necessary documentation, and be able to access to legal advice and interpreters.

· That those making decisions on asylum applications are properly trained and well-informed about the situations in asylum seekers' countries of origin.

· That all unsuccessful applicants have equal access to the appeals procedure with reasonable time limits. 
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Are asylum seekers illegal immigrants? 
No. Under the 1951 United Nations Convention Relating to Refugees anyone has a legal right to seek asylum in the UK and remain in the country for the duration of their asylum claim.
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Why do asylum seekers use smugglers? 
Current laws in the UK make it extremely difficult for individuals to legally access the asylum system. For example:

· visa restrictions have been imposed on many refugee-producing countries even though it is difficult for people fleeing persecution to obtain necessary documentation. Simply applying for a passport in their home country may put their lives at risk, let alone visiting a foreign embassy to apply for a visa.

· EU governments have introduced strict controls at ports and airports, as well as fines on all of those found bringing asylum seekers into the UK without the correct documents. 

The fact that someone has arrived here illegally does not undermine the credibility of their claim - the reverse is often true. Desperate people fleeing persecution may need to resort to such measures in order to seek asylum, as restrictive immigration controls bar them from entering legally. In doing so, they put themselves at serious risk of extortion, exploitation and physical harm. 
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Asylum seekers don't contribute anything, do they? 
Refugees and asylum seekers have a huge variety of skills and, given the opportunity to work, make significant contributions to the economy and culture of the UK. A recent Home Office report shows that people born outside the UK, including asylum seekers, contribute 10% more to the economy in taxes and national insurance than they consume in benefits and public services - equivalent to a boost to the economy of £2.6 billion in 1998/99. 
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Don't asylum seekers take much-needed council homes? 
Asylum seekers are not entitled to be included on council housing lists. Accommodation is provided by the National Asylum Support Service (NASS), a Home Office department. It is only offered outside London and the South-East and asylum seekers have no choice over their destination. 

When an asylum seeker is given refugee status or exceptional leave to remain they are entitled to apply for council housing if they are in priority need, like everyone else in the UK.
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Do asylum seekers get more money than pensioners? 
No. Asylum seekers are only entitled to the equivalent of 70% of basic income support. A single asylum seeker receives £37.77 a week paid in vouchers, which they can now exchange for cash. Currently the level of income support (minimum income guarantee) for singler older people is £98.15 and the full state pension for a single person is £75.50 per week. 
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Should all asylum seekers be detained? 
The UK detains more asylum seekers than any other European state. Asylum seekers can be detained at any time, for any reason and with no time limits. 

The Refugee Council is fundamentally opposed to the arbitrary detention of asylum seekers and believes that they should only be detained in exceptional circumstances - for example, if there is evidence that would stand up in a court of law that there is a real risk an individual would otherwise disappear. 

Detaining all asylum seekers is contrary to United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees guidelines and may contravene UK Human Rights Act 2000. Detention is also extremely expensive. The Government estimates that detaining all asylum seekers on arrival could cost £2 billion in start-up costs, with annual running costs of over £1 billion. (Commons Hansard, 16 Mar 2001; col. 767W). 

What happens when asylum seekers' applications are successful? When asylum seekers are recognised as refugees under the 1951 United Nations Convention Relating to Refugees they have exactly the same rights as UK citizens. 

 COUNTRY INFORMATION
Country Assessments - April 2003
The Country Information & Policy Unit (CIPU) of the Home Office Asylum and Appeals Policy Directorate have produced the following assessments on the countries which generate the largest number of asylum applications in the UK.

The consideration of Iraqi asylum applications was suspended on 20 March 2003.  This suspension remains in effect as of 30 April 2003.  The Country Assessment for Iraq has not therefore been produced in April 2003 but will instead be updated and published once the country situation has become more stable and decision making resumes.
  

	· Afghanistan 

· Albania 

· Algeria 

· Angola 

· Bangladesh 

· Burundi 

· China 

· Congo-Brazzaville 

· Czech Republic 

· Democratic
Republic of Congo 

· Eritrea 

· Ethiopia
	· India 

· Iran 

· Iraq *Oct 02 

· Jamaica 

· Macedonia 

· Moldova 

· Nepal 

· Nigeria 

· Pakistan 

· Poland 

· Romania 

· Russian Federation
	· Rwanda 

· Serbia and Montenegro 

· Sierra Leone 

· Somalia 

· Sri Lanka 

· Sudan 

· Turkey 

· Uganda 

· Ukraine 

· Vietnam 

· Zimbabwe


