Refugee Action Group CSI response      
                        	

Response to the OFMDFM Consultation on the Programme for Cohesion, Sharing and Integration

Refugee Action Group (Northern Ireland)


The Refugee Action Group (RAG) is a coalition of NGOs, voluntary sector organisations, refugees and individuals with an interest in refugee issues in Northern Ireland. The aim of this group is to be an independent voice advocating on asylum and refugee issues, and to be supportive to the refugee and asylum-seeking community in Northern Ireland. In addition to individuals, the group consists of representatives of several organisations.[endnoteRef:1] [1:  Amnesty International NI, Belfast Islamic Centre, Centre for Global Education, Comlamh NI, EMBRACE, Law Centre (NI), Latinoamerica Unida, Multi-Cultural Resource Centre, NIACRO, NI Co-op, Northern Ireland Committee for Refugees and Asylum Seekers (NICRAS), South Belfast Highway to Health, World Federation of Methodist & United Church Women (WFM&UCW)

] 



1. CSI

RAG welcomes the opportunity to provide a focused response in the consultation period on the Programme for Cohesion, Sharing and Integration (CSI). The feedback below relates specifically to refugee and asylum-seeker matters. 

Detailed Northern Ireland asylum data is not available: however, it is believed that only about 2,000 refugees live in Northern Ireland. At the end of December 2009, the figure of people supported in NASS asylum accommodation (National Asylum Seeker Support Service) was 265. In addition, a very small number of unaccompanied minors are supported by Social Services. Although the data does not give us a complete picture, it is clear that the number of people who seek sanctuary in Northern Ireland is extremely small, especially when compared to UK figures. The small numbers result in some individual asylum seekers feeling particularly isolated and vulnerable given the absence of other people from the same cultural background. However, from the perspective of governance, the fact that the asylum seeker population is small creates an opportunity to put into place systems to ensure that people seeking sanctuary are fully supported throughout the process. 

We would invite OFMDFM to acknowledge this opportunity to ‘get things right’ from the outset. We would also encourage OFMDFM to request that the UK Border Agency starts collating and publishing Northern Ireland specific asylum data. Accurate figures are essential so as to inform an appropriate policy response.

RAG has noted and welcomed statements of good intent in the CSI document and would like to see government/ the Executive translate these into practice via strong leadership, and with due expediency, a clear timeline and specific action plans.




     2. Immigration and asylum

RAG welcomes the explicit recognition in the CSI document (1.12-1.14) that, while immigration and asylum legislation are matters reserved to the UK government, there are duties on the Northern Ireland Executive towards the migrant population in Northern Ireland. RAG welcomes the declaration in the CSI document (1.12) that these matters are legitimate issues of concern for the government in Northern Ireland. 

In particular, the document mentions the plight of individuals and foreign nationals who have ‘no recourse to public funds’ and ‘who slip through the net’. RAG would encourage government to make funds available to meet needs here. In this context too and in view of the document’s emphasis upon human rights (3.5) and its key up-front goal of achieving ‘the full participation of all sectors in all aspects of society’ (2.3), RAG would urge the government to look more closely and positively at the proposals – notably from Amnesty International and the Refugee Council – on the right to work for some asylum seekers. If adopted as a policy, this would have implications for reducing poverty, preventing individuals’ marginalisation and mental health deterioration and reducing costs on the tax payer. Exclusion of asylum seekers from the labour market seems to work against the aims of the CSI such as cohesion and participation

The current asylum system’s prohibition on employment for asylum seekers is compounded by the low levels of asylum support and the result here is destitution, poverty, pressures on the family and exclusion. RAG would again recommend to government here the work of the Equality and Human Rights Commission, the Refugee Council and Oxfam on these matters – e.g. Equality and Human Rights Commission, Refugees and asylum seekers in the UK: a review from an equality and human rights perspective (Research Report 52, Spring 2010). It will not go unnoticed too, hopefully, that the focus of Refugee Week in Northern Ireland in 2010 was tellingly and appropriately on the theme of destitution of asylum seekers and refugees – a not uncommon condition.

A further concern of RAG is that the CSI document’s acceptance of immigration and asylum matters as legitimate concerns for the Executive does not translate into specific ‘themes for action’ (2.6). Since there is no mention of immigration and asylum issues here, there is a danger that they might not appear in subsequent action plans following the consultation process. RAG would be looking for reassurance on this point and would urge government to take a proactive approach in immigration and asylum matters.
 
3. New arrivals

RAG also welcomes, in Section 3.3 of CSI, the concern to integrate new arrivals in a more cohesive society, i.e. ‘migrants from both EU and non-EU, asylum seekers and refugees or other immigration status’. Section 3’s emphasis on such values as inclusion, dialogue and human rights, inter alia, are to be welcomed as statements of intention. Again, RAG notes the CSI’s key aim (in 3.43) to tackle ‘the barriers which can be experienced by minority ethnic people in particular’. 

Also, in Section 9 - Respecting Cultures – the CSI document declares that: ‘New arrivals provide new occasions and new celebrations which add to the range of cultural traditions which we can enjoy and embrace.’ Again, Section 7.10 of CSI declares that: ‘We should reach out, help and support new individuals, families and sections of the community from the earliest point of arrival. Moving to a new country, with new customs and language is a challenge for anyone, particularly if elements of the host community are seen to be unwelcoming or threatening.’ 

In Section 7, A Cohesive Community, the CSI document further contends that: ‘Everyone has a role to play in reaching out to embrace new arrivals and minority sections of the community, to be supportive of them and to work closely with the PSNI to ensure that harassment is utterly opposed.’ However, it is hard to reconcile this aspiration with the reality of locking up and detaining asylum seekers. It is difficult to square these above statements with the experience of refugees and asylum seekers in NI (and other parts of the UK) where United Kingdom Borders Agency (UKBA) personnel have acquired a reputation for being very unwelcoming and individuals are locked up as if they were criminals (but with fewer rights). However this is not simply a question of interpersonal relations, but UKBA as an institution suffers from an unfortunate oversight deficit (see publications below: Latif and Martynowicz, 2009; Refugee Action Group, 2010)

In the above context, RAG has serious concern about plans for a proposed immigration detention centre in Larne. There is evidence available in the public domain that illustrates how detention of refugees and asylum seekers entails untold misery for the individuals and unnecessary costs for the state (see further reading below). In addition, RAG is worried that immigration detention is inherently damaging for community relations as locking people away can lead to misperceptions, confusion and fears. Unfortunately these fears can be exploited by a small minority which seeks to propagate racist hatred. Our worries have recently been realised as reports show that the British National Party (BNP) is currently active in Larne and appears to be using immigration detention as a means to fuel its agenda. RAG strongly believes that the best way of countering such misinformation and hatred is to enable immigrants (whether asylum seekers or others) to live freely in our communities.

As a separate issue, RAG welcomes in Section 7.5 the recognition that access to appropriate healthcare for all is crucially important. It is our view that this statement must also apply to asylum seekers and refugees.

4. Standards

RAG’s concern about the above matters leads us to ask why the framework of the CSI programme is not underpinned by the relevant human rights standards. In particular, the 1951 Refugee Convention needs to be included where refugees and asylum seekers are concerned. But other such standards would include, for instance, the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights and the European Convention of Human Rights. The Racial Equality Strategy 2005-2010 is a better model of reference to relevant international human rights standards. 


5. Language, education, participation

The CSI document aspires to greater access and participation in the field of further education. RAG welcomes this aim and would draw attention to the fact that a serious barrier to participation for migrants, refuges and asylum seekers is the lack of language skills in English. There are no publically funded English to Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) classes available in Northern Ireland, resulting in non-English speakers in Northern Ireland being placed in a less favorable situation than their counterparts elsewhere in the UK. In our view ESOL does not appear to be recognized officially as an essential skill for funding purposes. We would, therefore, press the Executive to engage with addressing this deficit in order to enhance fuller participation in society and to support the provision of free English skills for children of newcomers (5.6).

6. Racial Equality Strategy (RES)

RAG has some concern about the relationship of the CSI document to the Racial Equality Strategy 2005-10. The RES focuses on the needs of persons from minority ethnic backgrounds, including new migrants and refugees. Technically, the strategy ends this year, even though activities associated with the RES may well continue. However, there is an argument that the strategy has been shelved or parked for some time now. In view of the uncertainty surrounding the RES, RAG would therefore welcome speedy clarification on whether a new RES action plan is to be launched; on what basis; and what consultation process and timeframe is envisaged here. Moreover, RAG’s experience and participation in the consultation process for CSI leads us to believe that an OFMDFM statement at the highest ministerial level - on a new or renewed RES – should be issued promptly in the interests of clarification and transparency. 

7. Looking Outward?

RAG welcomes the ‘Looking Outward’ (Section 9) component of the document and the stated willingness of government to draw from relevant experience and best practice elsewhere. The section is somewhat sparse and sketchy, however, and there was scope for bringing in exemplars of good practice, as is the case with other sections of the document. There is also a missed opportunity here to bring in explicit recognition of the positive experiences of other devolved areas of the UK. 

As regards the refugee and asylum-seeking community and devolution, RAG would commend to the consultation process, their latest publication Distant Voices, shaken lives: human stories of immigration detention from Northern Ireland (2010) (see below for link). In particular, the publication points to better practice in Scotland and Wales. In Scotland, for instance, the Executive has adopted an ‘integration from day one’ approach and in 2002 set up a Scottish Refugee Integration Forum. In Wales too, in 2003, the Welsh Assembly Government inaugurated an All Wales Refugee Policy Forum.

Moreover, the recent RAG publication draws attention to appropriate models in Sweden and Australia in accommodating asylum-seekers in one-stop, multi-purpose asylum reception centres – as tried and tested, more humanitarian, alternatives to the draconian practices of detention and imprisonment. Lessons from these models are highly pertinent at a time when government in NI is preparing to push ahead with the setting up of a detention centre in the port of Larne. 


8. Delivery

RAG notes with interest the CSI document’s proposals to deliver the programme, including the intention to set up a Funders Group (10.6) with representation from relevant organizations with a stakeholder interest. In this context, and with the proviso that the contributions of these organisations do not simply act as a substitute for public funding, RAG would urge the inclusion of the Joseph Rowntree Charitable Trust herein in view of this body’s considerable and focused funding of relevant social projects in Northern Ireland. 

At the same time, practitioners, professionals and individuals and bodies within the voluntary and community sector have made a strong contribution to society in the past and present in Northern Ireland. Hence, their experiences should be drawn upon to inform the funding strategy of any future programme. Notwithstanding the current economic climate, provision of core (as opposed to short-term) funding to relevant organisations will be needed to enable them to deliver and the Minority Ethnic Development Fund should be properly resourced.

RAG also notes with interest the proposal within CSI to set up an Advisory Panel (10.6) of practitioners and experts and would urge the inclusion of expertise covering the refugee and asylum community on this body as well as on the Racial Equality Forum panel.


Paul Hainsworth and Liz Griffith, on behalf of RAG
October 2010
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