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Section 1

Frequently asked questions

1
• Legal definitions
• General statistics
• The profile of refugees in the UK
• The dispersal system
• Legal rights and entitlements
• Refugees, ESOL provision and educational
entitlement
• Employment and training
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Frequently asked questions

1

The following 24 frequently asked questions (FAQs) aim to give important background information
on refugees in Britain. These FAQs can be used to provide discussion points in training sessions, but
you will need to be selective and adapt them to your audience (see Section 5).
The FAQs are organised as follows:
• Q1–2 legal definitions
• Q3–6 general statistics
• Q7–9 profile of refugees in the UK
• Q10–12 the dispersal system
• Q13–18 legal rights and entitlements
• Q19–22 refugees, ESOL provision and educational entitlement
• Q23–24 employment and training
Some of the information given in this section will change as the measures contained in the
Nationality, Immigration and Asylum Act (which received royal assent on 8 November 2002) come
into force. The act can be found at www.hmso.gov.uk/acts/acts2002/20020041.htm.
National legislation and international information on refugee issues are constantly changing. If in
doubt, check with the relevant organisations (website addresses and other contact details are
provided in the Appendix). The most recent legal and statistical information can be found on the
following websites:
• Home Office: www.homeoffice.gov.uk/rds/immigrationl.html
• United Nations High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR): www.unhcr.ch
• The Refugee Council: www.refugeecouncil.org.uk and their advice line (020 7820 3000).
Section 7 (Appendix) provides further sources of information.

■........Legal definitions
Q1. What is the difference between an asylum seeker and a refugee?
A. An asylum seeker is a person who has made a claim for asylum and who has not received a
final decision on the outcome of that claim. In a legal context in the UK, a person is a refugee
only when their asylum claim has been accepted by the Home Office. However, the term
‘refugee’ is widely used to describe displaced people all over the world. In popular usage, the
term ‘refugee’ is used as a blanket term to describe both refugees and asylum seekers.
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Q2. What are the possible outcomes to an asylum seeker's application?
A. There are three possible outcomes to an application:
1. Full Refugee Status
The 1951 United Nations Convention still provides the main definition of who qualifies for
refugee status under international law. The individual concerned has to prove that he or she
cannot return home ‘owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion,
nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinion.’
2. Exceptional Leave to Remain
Exceptional leave to remain (ELR) is granted when the Home Office concludes that a person
does not meet the criteria outlined above, but considers that it may still be dangerous for them
to return to their country. It is a discretionary status and is not governed by any rules as such.
The term ‘exceptional leave to enter’ (ELE) has the same meaning and status as ELR – it is
merely a term that is used in some cases for people who apply for asylum at a port. Time
limits for ELR/ELE vary. Individuals who have been allowed to stay for a period of four years
can apply for indefinite leave to remain (ILR). After one further year the individual can apply for
full citizenship.
Since 2003 ELR has been replaced by a new status, humanitarian protection, which will be
granted for three years – not up to four, as in the case of ELR. If the individual no longer has
protection needs at the end of the three years, the Home Office will refuse further leave to
remain.
3. Refusal
All asylum seekers have the right to appeal. A successful appeal will lead to either refugee
status (RS) or ELR. An unsuccessful appeal leads to deportation.

■........General statistics
Q3. How many refugees are there across the world?
A. There were around 22 million refugees in need of protection around the world at the
beginning of 2002 (United Nations High Commission for Refugees [UNHCR] www.unhcr.ch).
Q4. Which countries take the most refugees?
A. The vast majority of refugees are sheltered by their neighbouring countries. At the beginning of
2002, the countries that took the most refugees were Iran and Pakistan. Within European
Union countries the UK ranks ninth in terms of refugees per head of population (1.7 per 1000
of the national population).
Q5. How many applications for asylum are made each year in the UK?
A. The total number of asylum applications lodged in 2001 was 71,700, 11% lower than in 2000.
(These figures are for principal applicants and do not include dependants, which would bring
the figure up to an estimated 88,300.) For updates on asylum statistics see the Home Office
website: www.homeoffice.gov.uk/rds/immigrationl.html.
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Q6. What were the results of these applications?
A. Of the decisions made in 2001, 11% recognised the applicant as a refugee and granted asylum,
20% granted ELR and 69% refused both asylum and ELR (Home Office statistics). The
Refugee Council also estimates that, taking into account applicants who were successful at
different appeals and where the Home Office overturned its own initial decision to refuse
asylum, the total number of successful applicants in 2001 was as high as 51%.

■.......The profile of refugees in the UK
Q7. Where do those seeking asylum in the UK come from?
A. The main nationalities of applicants in 2001 were Afghan (9,190), Iraqi (6,805), Somali (6,500),
Sri Lankan (5,545), and Turkish (3,740) (Home Office website).
Q8. What is the predominant age range of asylum seekers?
A. The majority of principal applicants are relatively young, with an average age of 27. In 2001, as
in previous years, approximately two-thirds of applicants were between 18 and 34 years old,
with 3% aged 50 or above. When children and unaccompanied minors are included, 22%
were under 20. Of the principal applicants, 81% were male (Home Office website).
Q9. How skilled are the UK's refugees?
A. The last national study by the Home Office in 1995 revealed that more than a third of
refugees questioned held a degree, post-graduate or professional qualification. More than 90%
could speak two languages, and 65% spoke at least three languages. Local surveys undertaken
more recently indicate that a high percentage of refugees and asylum seekers have postschool qualifications and work experience. A National Institute of Adult Continuing Education
(NIACE) report in 2000 found that 85% of their respondents had 16+ qualifications and a
similar number spoke more than one language – some spoke up to seven
(www.niace.org.uk/projects/Asylum/Asylumreport.pdf).

■.......The dispersal system
Q10. What is ‘dispersal’?
A. The policy of dispersal arose out of the Immigration and Asylum Act 1999 and came into
force in April 2000. The dispersal process aims to ease the burden on London and the South
East by dispersing refugees to ‘cluster areas’ around the UK. Since 3 April 2000, refugees are
generally offered accommodation outside London and the South East, unless there are
exceptional circumstances. Refugees cannot choose where they are accommodated, but they
should be dispersed to an area appropriate to their language and community. At present,
however, the programme appears to be led by the availability of housing rather than by the
suitability of the area.
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Q11. Who manages the dispersal programme?
A. The National Asylum Support System (NASS) is the Home Office department responsible
for managing the dispersal process (see p. 119 for details). NASS provides accommodation
for asylum seekers who are waiting for a decision on their asylum claim. Accommodation for
asylum seekers may be provided by the local authority, housing associations or private
landlords. Local authorities have set up regional consortia to deliver and co-ordinate services
for asylum seekers in each of the main ‘cluster areas’. In addition, the Home Office is funding
voluntary sector agencies to provide support in the regions in the form of ‘One-stop services’
(also known as ‘advice teams’ – see pp. 125–6).
Q12. What recent changes have been introduced?
A. Induction centres
At the time of writing, there are a small network of induction centres near Heathrow and
Croydon, which replace the use of emergency bed and breakfast accommodation as a
gateway for initial applicants.
Asylum seekers register claims for support and accommodation in these centres, where they
are expected to stay for 10 days to two weeks. The centres are not locked.
After their stay in induction centres, asylum seekers are dispersed to the region that can best
offer them support, after their individual needs and the effect of language ‘clustering’ have been
taken into account.
Reporting centres
Those dispersed or who continue to live in London on their own must go regularly to a
reporting centre so the authorities can keep track of them.
Asylum seekers will learn of key decisions on their cases at reporting centres. Those who are
told they face deportation can be held in cells pending being taken to a removal centre.
There are currently six reporting centres run by the immigration service: six more are
planned. There are also pilot schemes in police stations in Leicester and Newcastle.
Accommodation centres
In 2002 the Home Office announced a trial scheme to set up accommodation centres across
the country. The trial sites are to provide a total of 3,000 places for asylum seekers. They will
include at least one smaller centre, which will house about 400 single men. An independent
monitor will assess whether the centres' location affects the needs of asylum seekers. Centres
will provide full board and lodging and a range of services including basic healthcare, education
for children, leisure activities and access to legal advice and interpreters. The new centres will
be near enough towns for asylum seekers to be able to use local services.
Accommodation centres are not detention centres, but asylum seekers lose their right to
support if they do not sleep in the centres. Asylum seekers will be allowed to leave the
centres after six months if their applications have not been processed.
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Removal centres
The network of detention centres – including Oakington, Cambridgeshire and Campsfield House,
Oxfordshire – will increase their capacity from 1,900 places to 4,000 in line with the increased
number of deportations. The use of prisons for asylum seekers is scheduled to end in 2003.
The Refugee Council regional offices can provide independent information on dispersal in each
area (see p. 120).

■.......Legal rights and entitlements
Q13. Where can refugees get help with legal advice and help?
A. The following organisations can be used as referral points:
• Immigration Advisory Service (IAS) (see p. 118)
• Refugee Legal Centre

(see p. 120)

• Asylum Aid

(see p. 123)

Asylum seekers are entitled to legal help (formerly legal aid) as are other UK residents, subject
to the same income/capital restrictions. They need to contact the Community Legal Service
(see p. 117), which has replaced the old Legal Aid Board in England and Wales.
Q14. What benefits/rights are refugees entitled to?
A. The question of benefits and rights is complex and depends on the status of the individual
concerned. The cashless system of vouchers (introduced in the 1999 legislation) has been
phased out. Since April 2002, vouchers can be exchanged for cash at post offices, and a new
system using 'smart' cards is being piloted. The card, known as the Application Registration
Card (ARC), will replace the current document showing that someone has made an application
for asylum. Asylum seekers supported by NASS will be able to use this rather than the current
receipt book method, to get cash. The level of support remains at 70% of basic income
support for adults and 100% for children. For the latest up-to-date information, consult the
Refugee Council (see p. 120) or local NASS offices (see p. 119).
Q15. Is there any help for individuals who have been refused asylum?
A. Asylum seekers who have been refused asylum and have no further appeal rights but who are
unable to leave the UK as a result of a physical impediment (e.g. a severe medical condition or
the late stages of pregnancy) or other exceptional circumstances can apply for a hard cases
support grant from NASS. Since 21 November 2001, the criteria for qualifying for a hard
cases support grant at the end of the asylum process now include ‘those who have been
granted permission for a judicial review of any determination in respect of his or her
application for asylum, or have made an application for permission to apply for judicial review
and the application does not appear to be wholly unmeritorious’.
Asylum seekers with hard case support (which is normally available outside London and
involves basic full-board accommodation) may have to undergo monthly reviews. To receive a
hard case support grant, the person must be able to show that they are complying with efforts
made to remove them.
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Q16. What entitlements do refugees have in relation to the Health Service?
A. All asylum seekers, refugees, and those with ELR and ILR, have full access to the NHS services.
Ideally they should also have access to health interpreting services.
The 1999 Immigration and Asylum Act does not allow asylum seekers automatic right to free
prescriptions. However, they may be able to get help from the NHS Low Income Scheme –
the local Asylum Team should be able to help with applications for exemption certificates. For
further advice contact the Refugee Council's Health Access Worker (see p. 129).
Q17. What organisations provide mental health services and counselling specifically
for refugees?
A. The Medical Foundation for the Care of Victims of Torture (see p. 119) provides care and
rehabilitation for individuals and their families who have been subjected to torture and other
forms of organised violence. They also write medical reports in support of asylum applications.
MIND, the mental health charity with over 200 local associations in England and Wales, can also
provide assistance. (see p. 119). Breathing Space is a new mental well-being project for
refugees: for more information contact the Refugee Council (see p. 120) or the Medical
Foundation for the Care of Victims of Torture.
Q18. Is there any help for refugees who want to return to their country of origin?
A. The Home Office’s Voluntary Assisted Returns Programme (VARP), run by the International
Organisation for Migration (IOM) in partnership with Refugee Action, helps individuals who
have decided to return to their countries of origin, but who do not have the means to do so.
The programme is open to people with asylum applications pending, those who have been
refused asylum and those who have been granted time-limited exceptional leave to enter or
remain. Refugee Action and the Refugee Council offer those who wish to return advice on
conditions in their home countries, so that they may make an informed decision. The Home
Office proposes to increase its ability to help those who want to return to their countries of
origin. The proposal is to use the new induction and accommodation centres to allow such
people early access to VARP (see www.iomlondon.org).

■.......Refugees, ESOL provision and educational entitlement
Q19. What is the current situation regarding rights and entitlements in education?
A. The situation regarding rights and entitlements in education is complex and there is a degree of
variation in local practice However, the following statements apply:
• All children aged 5–16 are entitled to a free school education in the UK. Refugees have the
same entitlements to early years’ services as other UK residents.
• Individuals with refugee status (ILR) have the same rights as UK citizens to further and higher
education. Asylum seekers in receipt of benefit, including NASS support, are entitled to free
ESOL provision (they may have to provide evidence that they are receiving benefits). They
have full access to further and higher education provided that they meet the entrance
requirements and can pay the course fees. Further education providers have some
discretion to waive or reduce fees for refugees.
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A major concern for any organisation offering ESOL provision is eligibility for funding. This can
be complex and will depend on each individual case. Organisations need to consult their local
Learning and Skills Council (LSC) for guidance. Contact details and other information can be
found on the LSC’s website: www.lsc.gov.uk.
The World University Service’s Refugee Education and Training Advisory Service (RETAS) has
an advice line on Tuesdays and Thursdays (2.30–5.00 see p. 120) and can advise on individual
cases, as can the Careers Advice Team at the Refugee Council (see p. 120).

Q20. How can refugees get their previous qualifications recognised?
A. Individuals can send in qualifications to the National Academic Recognition Information Centre
for the United Kingdom (UK NARIC – see p. 119) for comparison with those in the UK
(letters of comparability cost £25).
The UK NARIC database gives information on how overseas qualifications relate to UK
qualifications. Many advice agencies subscribe to the service and can provide comparative
information at no cost to the individual.

Q21. What information is available on sources of educational funding?
A. Adult Literacy, Numeracy and ESOL: A guide to Learning and Skills Council (LSC) Funding 2002–03
(DfES, 2002) provides information on core LSC funding (see p. 126).
The Educational Grants Advisory Service (EGAS – see p. 118) provides up-to-date information
on loans, grants and benefits and maintains a large database of educational trusts and charities.
The Appendix lists directories of grant-making trusts under Educational information and
entitlements (see pp. 127).
Q22. Are there translation/interpreter services available?
A. Access to translation or interpreting services varies from place to place. Local authorities,
NASS and One Stop Services in the area should be able to help. Another possibility is to
contact refugee community organisations, which sometimes offer translation services. The
Refugee Council holds a list of recognised interpreters and can provide local lists of
organisations (see p. 120).

■.......Employment and training
Q.23. Are refugees and asylum seekers allowed to work?
A. Refugees and those granted indefinite, limited or humanitarian protection or exceptional leave
to remain are entitled to work or to set up their own business in the UK. Asylum seekers are
allowed to do voluntary work. Further information is available from the Immigration and
Nationality Directorate (see p. 129).
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Individuals who applied for asylum before July 2002 could apply for permission to work if they
had not received an initial decision on their claim within six months – but this concession is no
longer available to new applicants. People supported by NASS currently are not allowed to
work for money. It is a criminal offence for employers to take on employees whose
immigration status does not permit them to work in this country.
Asylum seekers and refugees will face many barriers to employment even after they have
received permission to work: according to Employment and Training of Refugees (Peabody Trust
Survey, 1999), 68% of asylum seekers and 47% of refugees were unemployed.

Q 24. Are refugees and asylum seekers allowed to join training schemes?
A. People who have permission to work and who have been registered unemployed for six
months are eligible for government training schemes; disabled individuals or those with Englishlanguage needs may be eligible to start straight away. Training schemes vary according to age,
but include modern apprenticeships, national traineeships, work-based learning for adults (for
adults aged 25–63), work-based learning for young people (for adults aged 16–24), Connexions
service and the New Deal. Details are available from local Job Centre Plus centres. Some
training providers offer courses specifically for asylum seekers and refugees.
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