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Standing together for a future in which everyone feels safe (July 2021)                            

“Will I ever feel safe?”’ This is a question that Sam asked herself when she was forced to sofa surf for over a year, whilst being unable to access vital support services or accommodation during the process of seeking protection in the UK. Sam has now been recognised as a refugee and shared her experiences of being homeless when she had insecure immigration status at a Parliamentary Select Committee in December 2020. But it is a question that many more people will be asking over the coming weeks, months and years, if hostile Government policies towards people seeking protection are not challenged, and the harm they cause is not recognised.

With a roof over their head and support to resolve legal, and other, issues, people who have an insecure immigration status can live safe, healthy and fulfilling lives in local communities, as NACCOM members (charities and faith groups across the UK accommodating people facing homelessness because of their immigration status) and people with lived experience testify. But capacity to provide this support, which was never enough to meet need prior to the pandemic, has become increasingly stretched. At the same time, Government changes could push people into greater insecurity. 

The impact of immediate changes in policies on people facing destitution:

Despite High Court legal action and pressure from people with lived experience, Local Authorities, Metro Mayors, parliamentarians, faith groups and charities, the temporary pause on evictions from accommodation for people with a negative asylum decision (in place since March 2020) is now being lifted. The immediate consequence is fear and confusion for thousands of people likely to be forced into homelessness. Those who remain in the UK, but who no longer qualify for asylum support, could face rough sleeping, starvation, and exploitation. 

This is because people with insecure immigration status, including those who have been refused asylum, fall under the Government’s ‘No Recourse to Public Funds’ (NRPF) policy, which cuts people off from basic state support because of their immigration status. During the pandemic, calls for its suspension have come from individuals with lived experience, parliamentarians, the Local Government Association, charities, medical groups and faith leaders. In addition, evidence of how it forces people into risky situations to survive have led Parliamentary Select Committees to recommend changes. However, the policy remains in place and with it, an uncertain future for many.

Some people acutely aware of this uncertainty are those who have been accommodated temporarily by councils under Government directives known as ‘Everyone In’ (issued early on in the pandemic). Recent legal action clarified the powers (within a public health emergency) that councils can use to house people with NRPF, but the extent to which such powers can or will be relied upon as lockdown measures ease is unclear. Some Local Authorities continue to accommodate people with NRPF but this is not the case everywhere. Indeed, charities and researchers argue that variation in council responses has been commonplace throughout the pandemic, an issue which could be mitigated with clearer guidance for councils to support people with insecure status and sustainable funding to meet need. 

Alongside supporting people with insecure status to meet immediate needs such as food and shelter, the Government could do more to resolve barriers around legal advice and support, to help people make the steps they want towards safety. Instead, changes have been made to the immigration rules that put some people who are rough sleeping at risk of removal from the UK. These have sparked concerns that people with insecure status will fear approaching services for support, and led to the launch of Homeless Link’s campaign for councils to oppose the policy. It is significant that such steps are being taken by the Government at the same time as the deadline passes for EU citizens to apply for settled status, with the number of people with insecure immigration status expected to rise in the months ahead. 

How future policies could make things worse:

Following a brief and controversial consultation process earlier this year, the Government has announced plans to change the immigration system under the Nationality and Borders Bill. If enacted, such plans could drastically increase poverty and injustice for many, with evidence from the coalition ‘Together with Refugees’ demonstrating that two in three women and children who are currently accepted as refugees would be turned away under the new proposals.

The UK immigration system can and should support people seeking protection but plans outlined in the legislation do the opposite. The introduction of a ‘temporary protection’ status, which would differentiate between individuals based on how they arrive in the UK, will force people into risky situations to survive without any assurance of safety. Meanwhile, proposals outlined elsewhere in the New Plan for Immigration to support people recognised as refugees fall woefully short of addressing longstanding concerns about homelessness after the 28 day move on period. 

Other concerning aspects of the Bill include proposals to limit access to legal advice, reduce appeal rights and speed up removals of people who have been refused asylum, all of which will extend the Hostile Environment and increase injustice and destitution. NACCOM members and people with lived experience testify how the combination of accommodation, support and (where possible) good legal advice can enable people who have had their asylum claims refused to live a healthy and fulfilling life in their local communities. Members can also demonstrate that with support, many people eventually see their protection rights recognised, with recent government records showing that since 2015, 14,151 people have had their protection claims recognised after initially being refused. 

A separate concern around destitution and injustice relates to plans to consult Local Authorities on ending support for families who have been refused asylum. Such plans (initially included in the 2016 Immigration Act but not enacted) have been met with alarm because they are at odds with evidence that with support, people can find pathways out of destitution. Indeed, evidence from the NRPF network shows how with advice and assistance, 82% of families supported by Local Authorities last year were granted leave to remain. 

The Government has an opportunity to collaborate with communities and councils to improve the immigration system and fund it fairly. But to do this, they must recognise the role they play in creating injustice and destitution, improve decision making and ensure better legal advice and support. As part of the Together with Refugees coalition we are calling for a humane approach to people seeking safety, and as part of this, we need to challenge any policy that could worsen someone’s ability to live a healthy, fulfilling life in their local community. Will you stand with us for a safer future for everyone?

Recommendations

To the Home Office:

· Commit to ending the Hostile Environment by scrapping all policies which punish people seeking safety, including No Recourse to Public Funds, eviction into homelessness from asylum accommodation, and the recently introduced rough sleeping rule changes.
· Ahead of any changes in legislation, commit to meaningfully consult people living under immigration control to assess the impact of changes to policy with the aim to prevent harm and reduce destitution.
· Ensure safeguards throughout the asylum process that guarantee people somewhere safe to live, in communities where they can access free, independent legal advice, healthcare and support networks.
· Publish the Equality Impact Assessment of the policy regarding asylum evictions and conduct an evidence review of the health impacts on people who do not leave the UK after being issued with an eviction notice.

To the Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government (MHCLG):

· Provide adequate funding and clear guidance for Local Authorities to support anyone at risk of homelessness, regardless of their immigration status.
· Work across government departments (national, local and devolved) and with people with lived experience of destitution to learn from changes introduced during the pandemic and develop a UK wide rough sleeping prevention strategy that supports, and does not exclude, people under immigration control.

To Local Authorities and Members of Parliament:

· Stand against the implementation of legislation and policies that punish people seeking safety. 
· Advocate for more and better support for people at the end of the asylum process, including families, to prevent destitution.
· Engage with voluntary sector organisations and people with lived experience of destitution to learn from changes introduced during the pandemic and build learning from this process into local strategies to prevent destitution.
· Support the Together with Refugees coalition and the One Strong Voice campaign.
· Support Homeless Link’s #SupportDon’tDeport campaign and City of Sanctuary’s Local Authority Network. 
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