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Asylum myths and facts courtesy of the Medical Foundation
The Medical Foundation is a human rights charity that works with survivors of torture and organised violence. Those that have sought our help include, among others, former Far East prisoners of the Japanese in WWII and those who have suffered violence in the troubles in Northern Ireland. Today we see Britons who have been tortured abroad, as well as aid workers and journalists who have been caught-up in tumultuous world events. However, the vast majority of our clients are people who have fled persecution in their countries of origin to arrive in the United Kingdom as asylum seekers. Our torture survivor clients experience the same difficulties in this country as other asylum seekers. Moreover, torture survivors may suffer especially because of past horror and present vulnerability. Some could die if returned to the country where they were tortured; others fear removal so much that they attempt to commit suicide here in the UK. There is much mis-information surrounding the issue of asylum, so here we examine some of the popular myths that adversely affect the well being of asylum seekers, among whom are our clients. 
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Myth: Almost all asylum seekers are bogus

Fact: Nearly half of all asylum claimants in 2002 were granted the right to stay According to Home Office statistics [published May 22, 2003] there were 82,715 initial asylum decisions made in 2002. Some 10 percent were granted refugee status with a further 24 percent being granted Exceptional Leave to Remain (ELR) meaning more than one third of all claimants (28,125) who received an initial decision in 2002 were accepted outright as having a legitimate claim to stay in this country. In addition, the Home Office received 49,500 appeals against decisions it had made in 2002. Adjudicators, working hard to clear a backlog of appeals, ruled on some 64,405 cases overturning 24% of Home Office decisions in favour of those seeking asylum. When this rate of appeal success is applied to the 49,500 figure of 2002 appeals, we find that a further 11,880 asylum seekers were granted refugee status (14% of all initial Home Office asylum decisions in 2002). Add this group to the initial 34% given refugee status or ELR and it becomes clear that 48% or nearly half of all asylum claimants in 2002 were recognised as having the legitimate right to remain in this country. 

Myth: Britain is a soft touch, taking more than its fair share of refugees

Fact: Less than 2% of the world's refugees are taken in by Britain the world's fifth richest nation 
An opinion poll commissioned to mark the start of Refugee Week 2002 undertaken by respected pollsters MORI found that on average people believed Britain was home to nearly a quarter of the world's refugees and asylum seekers, when the true figure is under two percent (1.98% based on UNHCR estimates). In 2002 the UK did receive more asylum applications than any other West European country in terms of absolute numbers. However, in terms of asylum applications per head of population, which is a fairer an indicator of the capacity of countries to host asylum seekers, the UK ranked only 8th in Western Europe in 2002, receiving just under two claims (1.9) per thousand people. Austria in fact took the greatest number of asylum seekers per capita (4.6 claims per thousand), followed by Norway (3.9), Sweden (3.7), Switzerland (3.7), Ireland (3.1), Liechtenstein (2.8) and Luxembourg (2.4) [source: UNHCR Population Data Unit, March 2003]. Compared to the size of the national population, the main refugee hosting countries anywhere in the world during 2001 the latest year for which UNHCR statistics are available were Armenia, followed by Congo, Yugoslavia, Djibouti and then Zambia. 
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Myth: Only tougher measures like stricter border controls will deter asylum seekers 

Fact: Refugees are forced to flee their homelands because of conflict and persecution. Governments should direct their attention to these root causes of displacement. 

Home Office research (Study 259, June 2003) by Professor Roger Zetter, which looks at the impact of asylum policy changes in Europe over the 1990s, finds only a tenuous relationship between tougher policies and the impact on asylum numbers. It goes on to suggest that new policy measures have produced unanticipated outcomes, including encouraging trafficking and making what had been a relatively visible and quantifiable flow of asylum seekers into a covert movement of irregular migrants that is even more difficult for states to count and control. The Home Office's report argues that insufficient weight has been given to other contextual factors, including the changing nature of humanitarian crises and the historical ties between countries factors that had in fact made the flow of asylum seekers, to a large extent, policy resistant. This view is shared by the Institute of Public Policy Research (IPPR). In their 2003 report entitled States of Conflict, they conclude that push factors including repression and/or discrimination of minorities; ethnic conflict and human rights abuses; and war are common factors among the main countries of origin of refugees arriving in the United Kingdom. In its conclusion the authors note: The most important need we identified is for longer-term policies designed to prevent conflict and bring about social, economic and political development. 
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Myth: Arriving in Britain means asylum seekers start an easy life on welfare benefits 

Fact: Asylum seekers, many of whom have suffered past trauma, may experience racism and discrimination here in exile Research conducted by the Migration Unit of the University of Wales for the Home Office (Study 243, July 2002) found little evidence that asylum seekers have a detailed knowledge of UK immigration or asylum procedures; entitlements to benefits in the UK; or the availability of work in the UK. Asylum legislation in this country means asylum seekers are not permitted to work, despite the same study finding evidence that asylum seekers would prefer to support themselves rather than rely on the State: In the longer term there was near universal belief [among the asylum seekers questioned] that they would be allowed to find work in the UK. Expectations of state support were in many cases quite low, and respondents anticipated that they would have to find work to support themselves and meet living costs. Moreover, asylum seekers who flee to Britain to find safety are often demonised, discriminated against and forced to live in fear, according to a June 2003 report by the Churches Together in Britain and Ireland (CTBI) entitled Asylum Voices. It draws on the personal experiences of refugees from 37 countries and tells of the "shameful" way in which they are treated once in Britain. A report published by the Association of Chief Police Officers (ACPO) found that racist expressions towards asylum seekers appear to have become common currency and 'acceptable' in a way which would never be tolerated towards any other minority group. [source: Asylum Seekers Policing Guide (3)]. ACPO concluded that paradoxically, it is not unusual for those seeking asylum in this country, as a safe haven, to experience racial discrimination and harassment. 
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Myth: Asylum seekers get more than their share of welfare benefits and priority on hospital waiting lists

Fact: Asylum seekers receive lower amounts of benefits than UK citizens. Asylum seekers are not allowed to claim mainstream welfare benefits and fall under the control of the National Asylum Support Service (NASS). A single adult refugee claimant on NASS support receives just £37.77 a week some 30% below the poverty line. This compares with a single pensioner's guaranteed minimum income of £98.15 a week or an unemployed adult (over 25) who receives the jobseeker allowance of £54.65 [correct as at 1 August 2003]. The United Kingdom gives asylum seekers less financial support than many other European countries including Belgium, Ireland and Denmark. Nor do asylum seekers get preferential health treatment. According to the Department of Health, it is expected that an asylum seeker will be treated like any other UK resident as soon as they have submitted an asylum application. "They have the same rights to access healthcare as anyone else," a Health Department spokesman told the BBC (November 07, 2002). 

Myth: Asylum seekers are swamping the NHS with diseases like HIV and TB

Fact: Once settled, asylum seekers make no more demands on the NHS than the general population 

Blaming asylum seekers for the larger problems of the NHS may be easy, but it is neither accurate nor fair. Derek Bodell, Chief Executive of the National Aids Trust and Dr Edwin Borman, chairman of the British Medical Association's International Committee, wrote, with others, in a letter to the Sunday Telegraph newspaper (June 2003): It is true that individuals from other countries living, working or seeking asylum in the UK can receive NHS treatment for medical conditions. It is not accurate to say HIV-positive individuals in general, and asylum seekers in particular, are the primary reason that hospitals are facing budgetary problems Indeed, the All-Party Parliamentary Group on Aids in its report Migration and HIV: Improving lives in Britain (July 2003), declared rather: From the evidence there was a general consensus that NHS services are over-stretched due to prolonged under-investment. Dr Michael Peel, who was then the Medical Foundation's Health and Human Rights Advisor, said: Asylum seekers may have high demands in the short term because they may not have had access to healthcare in the past or because of the consequences of the perilous journeys many have made to reach safety. But once they become settled, their demands are no more than the general population. 
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Myth: Compulsory health screening for asylum seekers would reduce infectious disease rates

Fact: Experts believe screening to be ineffective and could drive those infected underground. A report from the London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine concludes that coping with international health risks by means of tighter border controls no longer works. Kelly Lee of the School said: Border controls might reassure the public, but they are going to be ineffective. What no one wants is to have people walking around who might be infecting others but who are not going to get checks because they are worried about their immigration status. If they disappear off the radar screen that could be really dangerous. (Observer newspaper June 22, 2003) Professor Michael Adler, a renowned HIV physician who was the Government's adviser on sexual health agreed, noting that if the results of health screening affected a person's immigration status it could drive some people with infectious diseases underground. The All-Party Parliamentary Group on Aids was even more unequivocal. It concluded: It would be in breach of international obligations and human rights to give mandatory HIV tests to asylum seekers upon entry and in addition there is no evidence to support that such a policy would be effective at protecting the public health Instead the Government should encourage policies on inclusion which support testing based on informed consent with the aim of reaching individuals in need so that they can receive timely access to care and treatment. (Migration and HIV: Improving Lives in Britain, July 2003) 
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Myth: The media and politicians are leading an informed and balanced debate on the asylum issue

Facts: There is widespread concern that media coverage is unbalanced, poorly researched and hostile, and that politicians have not done enough to enlighten the public about the issue 

That so many myths abound about asylum seekers and refugees indicates a poor level of informed and balanced coverage of the asylum issue by the media. The Association of Chief Police Officers (ACPO), in its introduction to guidelines for better policing in asylum communities notes: Our experience over the last 4 years has been that where asylum communities have been established there has been ill informed adverse media coverage which has contributed to heightened local tensions and resentment of asylum seekers. An April 2003 report by the Refugees, Asylum-seekers and the Media (RAM) Project finds widespread concern about coverage of refugee and asylum issues in the UK. Respondents, who included refugees and asylum seekers themselves, those working on their behalf in refugee agencies, and many members of the media who attended a series of RAM events held between January and April 2003, were particularly concerned about the effect of coverage on the lives of refugees and asylum seekers and on community relations in the areas in which they live. The RAM report, The Challenge of Reporting Refugees and Asylum Seekers, summed it up as follows: While each of these groups of participants have their own particular interests and concerns, all perceived the coverage as predominantly unbalanced, poorly researched and hostile. The European Commission against Racism and Intolerance found that our leaders were not doing enough: Regrettably, many politicians have contributed to or at least not adequately prevented, public debate taking on an increasingly intolerant line with at times racist and xenophobic overtones. Public statements have tended to depict asylum seekers and 'economic migrants', explicitly or by reference, as a threat to security, economic stability and social peace ECRI urges the British authorities to take these concerns into account. [source: ECRI Second Report on the United Kingdom, 16 June 2000] 

