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Foreword 
The Refugee Survival Trust (RST) was started in 1996 to help destitute 
people seeking asylum in Scotland; those who had fallen victim to the 

harsh new legislation that left them with nothing and no-one to turn to. At 
that time, we were confident that the situation would soon improve and 

that the Trust could slip off the horizon as quietly as it appeared. Sadly 

though, things have not improved.  
 

We are now supporting more people than ever before and have a unique 
insight into destitution among people seeking asylum. It is essential we use this insight to work 

with others to tackle the root causes of destitution – and this research is our first step. We now 
call on the government, local authorities, the health service and voluntary organisations to work 

with us on the recommendations detailed in this report to challenge the root causes of 
destitution among people seeking asylum in Scotland.  

Kaliani Lyle  Refugee Survival Trust 

 

 
Oxfam's UK Poverty Programme welcomes this report. It documents the 

devastating, hidden cost of the UK government's asylum policy. The hidden cost is 
the human cost: poverty and destitution faced by some people who are seeking 

asylum in Scotland. The report highlights a key Oxfam concern - that 
administrative difficulties and asylum policies are causing destitution, suffering and 

mental and physical ill health. 
 

It is unacceptable that people seeking sanctuary in our country are going hungry. No one in the 

UK should face such suffering and insecurity; and it is of great concern that the administration 
of UK policy is contributing to this. 

 
These daily effects are a symptom of the 'problematisation' of asylum, and the shift of the 

debate from protection to exclusion. As well as administrative and policy solutions, political 
leadership is urgently needed to restore humanity and dignity to the asylum system in Scotland 

and in the rest of the UK. 
Audrey Bronstein, Programme Director, Oxfam's UK Poverty Programme 

 

 
UNHCR welcomes the report by the Refugee Survival Trust on destitution and asylum seekers in 

Scotland. UNHCR is saddened at the destitution suffered by 
some individuals who are seeking protection in the United 

Kingdom. The ability to seek protection under the 1951 Refugee 
Convention may be seriously affected if no reasonable means of survival are made available. 

Being cold and hungry makes it difficult for individuals to accurately recount traumatic events. 
A lack of address may affect a person’s ability to maintain contact with the Home Office and 

legal representatives.  We hope the UK government and the Scottish Executive will take steps 

to ensure that no needless hardship is suffered by those who are pursuing a claim for asylum 
and those who cannot return to countries UNHCR views are unsafe.   

 
 

Amnesty International welcomes this research, which for the first 
time documents in detail the causes and effects of destitution 

amongst asylum seekers in Scotland. 
 

It is deeply alarming that it reveals government administrative errors and delays in government 

policy as the major causes of destitution. This provides more evidence that the punitive focus 
on deterrence in recent UK asylum policy is having a detrimental effect on the well-being of 

asylum seekers and undermining people¹s right to protection. 
 

There is an urgent need for a fair asylum procedure in which all asylum applicants have their 
cases considered fairly and are treated with dignity while they await a decision. The 

government must focus resources on good quality initial decision making to avoid putting 
people through the suffering, hardship and despair faced by many of those documented in this 

research.           Rosemary Burnett, Programme Director for Amnesty International Scotland 
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Title quote: 

 

“What’s going on?” Rafiq asked repeatedly as he explained how he had received 

letters of support termination twice, only to be told on both occasions that it was 

a mistake.  
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Executive Summary 
 

This report documents the experiences of destitution amongst people 

seeking asylum in Scotland. The research: 

• identifies the main causes and effects of poverty and destitution 

amongst people seeking asylum in Scotland; 

• investigates various influencing factors affecting experiences of 

destitution;  

• makes recommendations on how to improve support and work 

together to address the root causes of destitution. 

Key findings  

• Administrative errors and procedural delays within the NASS support 

system are the major cause of destitution. The current support system 

fails to provide an adequate safety net to prevent people becoming 

destitute.  

• People experience destitution through all stages of the asylum process: 

the problems of destitution are not related only to specific policies, but 

are inherent in the underlying policy-framework. 

Background 

This research, funded by Oxfam through its UK Poverty Programme, draws 

on the Refugee Survival Trust’s experience of working for destitute asylum 

seekers in Scotland1. It was conducted with valuable assistance from the 

Scottish Refugee Council, Positive Action in Housing, the Asylum Seekers 

Response Unit and several of the drop-in centres in Glasgow. 

 

The Refugee Survival Trust (RST) works through partner organisations to 

administer grants to people seeking asylum who have been left without 

support. Over 1000 applications were made to RST between January 2000 

and May 2004. Over this period, three different government acts resulted 

in widespread policy changes that impacted on the extent of destitution.  

 

This research is based on statistical analysis of RST’s application records 

and qualitative analysis of 20 in-depth interviews with people who 

experienced destitution whilst seeking asylum (included as case studies at 

the end of the report). 

Causes of destitution  

Amongst people making grant applications to RST, reasons for becoming 

destitute fell into three main areas – administrative errors/procedural 

delays, circumstantial factors and policy induced causes:  

• Administrative errors and procedural delays are the principal 

cause of destitution amongst people making application to RST, 

                                       
1 An estimated 11,000 refugees currently live in Scotland, the majority of whom 

live in Glasgow with a significant number also in Edinburgh. 
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accounting for just over half (52%) of all applications2. Within this 

category, 95% of errors or delays were attributable to NASS or the 

Home Office. 

• Policy-induced causes account for 15% of applications made to RST. 

The largest policy induced cause of destitution was Section 55, followed 

by those left destitute whilst seeking Judicial Review or making a ‘hard 

case’ application. A further 17% of all applications were for travel 

grants to go to claim asylum in Liverpool, after the withdrawal of the 

facility to claim asylum in Glasgow for those without children or other 

special circumstances in September 2003. These were granted on the 

understanding that people had no other means of travelling and were at 

risk of becoming destitute. 

• Circumstantial factors account for 13% of all applications made to 

RST. These included people losing their ARC card, separating from a 

partner and being without access to support, having money or vouchers 

stolen, or having difficulties with their legal representative. 

Effects of destitution 

The report indicates that effects of destitution are economic – affecting 

material well-being; political – relating to lack of status and ability to 

make choices about one’s life; and social – relating to isolation from 

family, friends and in some instances experiences of racism. Analysis of 

the RST records indicates specifically that: 

• Homelessness was a widespread experience with almost a third of all 

applications to RST coming from people who had no fixed address. 

• Lack of secure access to food was a problem for the majority of 

people applying to RST with more than 75% of all applications being 

specifically for food and basic necessities. 
 

The case studies illustrate in more detail how destitution has serious 

effects on the material and emotional well-being of people seeking asylum 

and also their families and friends:  

• Negative effects on mental health include experiences of acute 

anxiety and stress, depression, feelings of extreme vulnerability and 

powerlessness. 

• Being deprived of choice and disempowered are experiences 

common to all people seeking asylum who are forced to live on NASS 

support, but are even more acute for those who are destitute.  

• Impacts on family and friends include material risks to those 

providing help from their own often limited resources and legal risks of 

having support cut if they chose to allow someone to stay in their NASS 

accommodation. 
 

The research gives evidence that the effects of destitution can act to 

increase people’s vulnerability to prolonged or repeat periods of 

destitution, creating a spiralling effect. A fifth of all applications to RST 

are repeat applications.  

                                       
2 N.B. Figures given are for analysis of all records between August 2002 and May 2004. 

Earlier records were not all available. 
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Influences on experiences of destitution 

There are various different factors which can influence how an individual 

experiences destitution. These include:  

• Personal factors - Gender; age and family circumstance (42% of RST 
applications are from people with dependant children or who are 

expecting a child); nationality; and level of education and attendance at 

college can all affect how well people cope with the situations they face 

when they become destitute. 

• Policy and legal factors - These can have significant impact, in 

particular the change in policy regarding permission to work (89% of 

applications to RST were from people who were not permitted to work) 

and the limited access to good quality legal representation.  

• Poor health and well-being - As well as being major effects of 

destitution, these have further negative impacts for people being able 

to address the problems of destitution. Physical health problems also 

exacerbate the experiences of poverty.  

• Language and cross-cultural communication factors - Language 

and interpreting problems have serious implications for an individual’s 

vulnerability to destitution. Conversely, people who develop cultural 

knowledge of values and meanings are more able to challenge the 

causes and mitigate the effects of destitution. 

• Social influences – Connections with family, friends, or others in 

shared cultural or religious groups are key sources of support. Those 

who are living with or have close connections to other family members 

are often better placed to cope with the effects of having support 

withdrawn. 

• Organisational influences - Support organisations have done much 

to mitigate people’s experiences of destitution. Grants provided by RST 

have undoubtedly eased many people’s experiences. The Scottish 

Refugee Council’s role in liaising with NASS to tackle root causes of 

problems, and the advocacy work carried out by other organisations 

have evidently done much to help. However, those interviewed also felt 

that certain roles organisations have played, alongside occasional 

problematic interactions with caseworkers, have sometimes 

exacerbated the effects of and the extent of their destitution. 

Analysis 

Root Causes 

• People are experiencing destitution through all stages of the asylum 

process: the problems of destitution are not related only to specific 

policies, but are inherent in the underlying policy-framework. 

• Whilst the terms of the ‘refugee problem’ continue to be framed around 

numbers, discrimination is perpetuated and is becoming increasingly 

normalised.  The terms of the debate and focus of policy have shifted 

away from humanitarian responsibilities to provide refuge and 

protection. 
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• The current support system is set up around evaluations of who is 

“deserving” and who is “undeserving”. Evidence from the case studies 

indicates a blurring of boundaries in definitions of who is “in” and who is 

“out” of the process. Someone who is described as having ‘All Appeal 

Rights Failed’ may in fact have valid appeal rights still open to them, 

but have not been able to access these.  

Problems in current provision 

Administrative errors and procedural delays within the NASS support 

system accounted for the majority of applications to RST. There are many 

gaps in the system through which people are falling into destitution. The 

current support system: 
 

• fails to provide an adequate safety net to prevent people becoming 

destitute when problems or delays occur.  

• struggles to cope with the complexity of people’s lives and changes in 

a person’s circumstances. 

• involves distant decision-making which means that cases that could be 

verified immediately are left instead to go through lengthy bureaucratic 

procedures. 

• Policy changes have also often been implemented suddenly, causing 

upheaval for all concerned, as indicated by patterns of change in grant 

applications to RST.  

Mitigating the Effects of Destitution  

The focus must be on addressing the root causes of people’s destitution 

rather than on creating ever-larger safety nets. However, there is much 

the RST and other organisations could do to build on their existing good 

work to mitigate the effects of destitution: 

• Refugee support organisations have a critical role to play in challenging 

negative understandings about people seeking asylum, which are based 

on fear, and should continually insist that they are treated foremost as 

people seeking protection rather than being reduced to number and 

targets. 

• Refugee support organisations should explore ways in which they can 

further support the emotional, as well as material, needs of people 

seeking asylum who become destitute. 

• RST should continue to raise awareness about its grants with other 

relevant agencies and target grants towards individuals who are 

particularly vulnerable to destitution, including those with mental health 

needs. 

Recommendations 

The report makes recommendations to enable the Refugee Survival Trust 

to target its support most effectively and to work together with other 

organisations to challenge the root causes of destitution. The key agencies 

that need to take note of the recommendations include the Home Office 

Immigration and Nationality Directorate (IND), National Asylum Support 

Service (NASS), the Scottish Parliament and Executive, the UK 

government, and voluntary and statutory refugee support organisations. 
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Introduction 
 

Poverty and destitution are major problems faced by people seeking 

asylum in Scotland. To date however there has been a lack of in-depth 

research on these issues. This research, funded through Oxfam’s UK 

Poverty Programme, draws on the Refugee Survival Trust’s experience of 

working for destitute asylum seekers over the past four years. It aims to 

provide statistical information detailing the extent of destitution in 

Scotland, and ensure that the stories and voices of people who have 

experienced destitution are heard. 

 

This report is for people in all organisations who work for asylum seekers 

and refugees: for those who make and implement policy - including the 

Home Office, the Scottish Executive and local authorities - and more 

broadly for all those concerned with the rights of people seeking asylum in 

the UK. 

The Refugee Survival Trust 

As a charity whose sole focus is on relieving immediate poverty and 

destitution amongst refugees and asylum seekers, the Refugee Survival 

Trust (RST) plays a crucial role amongst voluntary organisations in 

Scotland. RST works through partner organisations to administer grants to 

people who have been left without support. The main referring agency is 
the Scottish Refugee Council (SRC).  

 

RST’s humanitarian remit along with its organisational independence 

enables it to be an effective advocate for people seeking asylum, a role it 

seeks to develop through this research and through working closely with 

other organisations concerned for the rights of people seeking asylum in 

Scotland. 

Purposes of the research 

RST is committed to using the experience it has gathered from grant-

making to address the causes of poverty. This research has been 

commissioned to produce an accurate and authoritative resource about 

the experiences of destitution encountered by people seeking asylum in 

Scotland in order to: 

• inform future RST policy to ensure grants to alleviate poverty and 

destitution are targeted to full effect; 

• provide a resource for RST and Oxfam to work alongside other 

organisations to challenge the root causes of destitution amongst 

refugees and asylum seekers in Scotland. 

This research will therefore: 

• identify the main causes and effects of poverty and destitution amongst 

people seeking asylum and how these have changed. 

• investigate various influencing factors affecting destitution  

• suggest areas and methods of further support that RST together with 

other agencies could offer to prevent this destitution. 
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An action research approach was followed in the course of this project 

with the research team working closely with RST and other agencies to 

ensure that the research process fully supported the wider objectives of 

building links with organisations, to address destitution amongst people 

seeking asylum more effectively. One person in the core research team 

and three volunteer researchers brought their experiences of seeking 

asylum in the UK to the project. 

Scope of the report 

Other reports and debates to date have highlighted destitution faced as a 

result of a specific policy or at a particular stage of the asylum process. 

The focus of this report is to document people’s experiences of destitution 

through all stages of the asylum process3 and to explore the multiple 

reasons for destitution. This reflects the scope of RST’s experience in 

providing assistance to alleviate hardship and destitution faced by people 

seeking asylum and those who have been granted ‘leave to remain’4 in the 
UK.  

 

RST guidelines for giving grants do not cover people who are left destitute 

once their asylum claim has been judged to have failed, beyond providing 

a one-off grant to give people ‘breathing space’. It is important to 

highlight that people at the end of the process are undoubtedly facing 

extreme vulnerability and hardship (the numbers of people in this position 

who were been evicted from their homes in Glasgow in 2004 was in the 

hundreds). A fuller consideration, however, is beyond the scope of the 

current research. 

 
This report focuses on people’s experiences of hardship in Scotland and 

does not question the merits of anyone’s case. This stance is in 

accordance with the 1951 UN Convention Relating to the Status of 

Refugees that everyone has the right to seek asylum from persecution 

(Article 14.1). 

 

Information sources for the report 

 

Grant application records 

Statistical analysis of RST grant application records for the period January 

2000 - May 2004 forms the basis of this report. Over one thousand 

applications were made during this period. This provides a detailed 

overview of the causes of poverty and destitution over this period. More 

detailed profiling information of those making applications is presented in 

appendix 2. 

 

                                       
3Some people face destitution even after they are granted leave to remain. 
4NB. People who are recognised by the UK government as refugees and granted Indefinite 

Leave to Remain; as well as those granted temporary leave to remain under Exceptional 
Leave to Remain before the 2002 Act and Humanitarian Protection and Discretionary Leave 

since then. 
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Case studies based on interviews 

The breadth and overview of this statistical data is enriched with 

information from 20 in-depth interviews. These were conducted in 

September and October 2004 and refer to people’s experiences of 

destitution both prior to and at this time. All names have been changed 

and the country information has also been altered in some cases.  

The case studies and quotes used through the report record people’s own 

understandings of their situation as they have moved through the asylum 

process and experienced destitution. In a prevailing culture where people 

seeking asylum are more often discussed as statistics than as individuals 

with stories, these interviews are particularly important. The case studies, 

presented in full in Part IV of the report, are intended to be read in 

conjunction with the rest of the report, and cross-references are made to 

aid this.
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Report Structure 

 

The report is divided into four main parts:  

PART I: Context and Overview 

 

CHAPTER 1 provides background information on support entitlements 

through the asylum process, analysis of how the asylum process creates 

an underlying context of poverty and the more particular details of the 

Scottish context. It also explores a definition of destitution for this report.  

 

CHAPTER 2 presents an overview of the reasons people have applied to 
RST over the last four years, and puts this in the context of policy changes 

over this period.  

 

PART II: Causes, Effects and Influnces  

 

CHAPTER 3 builds on the overview of chapter 2 in its analysis of primary 

factors causing destitution, and highlights that these are multiple.  

 

CHAPTER 4 explores in more depth how these experiences have affected 

people.  

 

CHAPTER 5 pays particular attention to influencing factors which 

exacerbate poverty and destitution, both on a personal level - regarding 

gender, family circumstance and language barriers for example – and 

other external, social, policy and organisational influences. 

 

PART III: Analysis and Recommendations 

 

CHAPTER 6 draws together an analysis of the research findings, 

highlighting underlying factors causing and exacerbating experiences of 

poverty and destitution.  

 

CHAPTER 7, in conclusion, suggests recommendations aimed at enabling 

the Refugee Survival Trust to target their support most effectively and, 

working together with other organisations, to challenge the root causes of 

destitution.  

 

PART IV: Case Studies 

This part of the report contains 20 case studies, which are referred to and 

quoted from throughout the report. These provide people’s own accounts 

of their experiences of destitution and are designed to be read in close 

conjunction with the rest of the report. 
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Part I:  

Context and Overview 

Chapter 1.  

Chapter 2. Context 

This chapter provides information on the context in which people 

experience destitution as they move through the asylum process in 

Scotland. In order to understand how and why people are becoming 

destitute, it is important to understand their entitlement to support at 

each stage of the asylum process, and the effects of particular differences 
in the Scottish context. Core factors of current asylum policy instil poverty 

as a norm amongst people seeking asylum in the UK, consequently 

making them more vulnerable to destitution.  

 

This chapter will begin with details about RST grants and end by exploring 

definitions of destitution, and outlining how destitution will be considered 

within this report.    

 

2.1. RST grants 

RST works through partner organisations to administer grants to people 

who are seeking asylum in Scotland and have been left without support. 

The number of grant applications has been growing. Between 2001 and 

2003 RST received between 230 and 300 applications each year. In the 

first five months of 2004 the number of applications had already exceeded 

200. Grants are primarily for subsistence needs and are equivalent in 

value to the statutory entitlement, should the person have one.  

 

The approval rate for grants is very high: 97% of applications were 

approved by RST (84% in full and 13% in part)5. Until now all referrals 

have come through the SRC’s caseworkers who are trained to assist 

people and make applications to the RST as part of their role in addressing 

the causes of people’s destitution. 

 

A fifth (22%) of applications to RST are repeat applications. Most of these 

were from people who had made just one previous application, but in a 
few cases there had been up to four previous applications. This indicates 

both that people can be destitute for several weeks at a time and that 

people are vulnerable to repeat periods of destitution. The case studies 

give a clearer indication of just how extended periods of destitution can 

be. The case studies of Maja (case study 4) and also Mrs Malik (case study 

9) provide examples of people who made repeat applications to RST. 

 

Full details of the profile of people making applications, the duration of 

grants and approval rates are all included in annex 2. 

                                       
5 This refers to the data available on RST decisions – see annex 2 for full details. 
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2.2. Support entitlements through the asylum 

 process 

Legislation on asylum is rapidly changing, with three major acts on asylum 

and immigration in the last five years in 1999, 2002 and 2004. Each of 

these has had implications for support arrangements for people seeking 

asylum. In Scotland, the major shift to support through the National 

Asylum Support Service (NASS) rather than through the mainstream 

benefit system was implemented in April 2000. Fuller details of all support 

entitlements are available in guidance produced by the Refugee Council6. 

 

This report coincides with the rolling out of the Asylum and Immigration 

(Treatment of Claimants, etc.) Act (AIA) 2004. Whilst acknowledging 

some of the key changes this intends to bring, the research is primarily 

focussed on the period before this act. The issues emerging from this 

research are, nevertheless, highly pertinent to the unfolding context of the 

2004 Act. 

 

1.2.1. Support entitlement since April 2000 

NASS was set up under the 1999 Immigration and Asylum Act (IAA). It is 

the principal organisation providing support to people making an asylum 

application in the UK since April 2000. Both NASS and the Integrated 
Casework Directorate, which makes the decisions on a person’s asylum 

application, are part of the Home Office’s Immigrations and Nationality 

Directorate.  

 

The form of support has changed over this period from non-exchangeable 
vouchers, which were useable only in certain shops, to vouchers that 

could be cashed at a post office and now to Application Registration Cards 

(ARCs) which can also be used to obtain weekly cash entitlements through 

the post office.  

 

The following figure illustrates in more detail people’s entitlements 

through the asylum process. 

                                       
6 Refuge Council (September 2004) Information for advisers 
http://www.refugeecouncil.org.uk/downloads/publications/advice_guides/ipswich_sept04.p

df 
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Figure 1.   Support entitlements through the asylum process 

  post-April 2000. 
 

Application for asylum 
At the initial screening interview, applicants are assessed for entitlement 

to support from NASS. If eligible they receive accommodation and money 

for subsistence, under Section 95 of the IAA 1999.  

 

People are given Emergency Accommodation (board and lodging), under 

Section 98 of the IAA 1999, whilst the decision on NASS support is being 

made. NASS has a target of assessing and allocating accommodation and 

subsistence within 7 days.  

 

Between January 2003 and June 2004 a considerable number of people 

were denied access to NASS support under Section 55 of the Nationality 

Immigration Asylum Act (NIAA) 2002. This withheld support from people 

who were judged not to have claimed asylum ‘as soon as reasonably 

practicable’.7  

 

Initial decision  
Applicants should remain on NASS support until the initial decision on 

their asylum application is made. The Home Office aims to decide on 

asylum applications within two months.  

 

After this: 

Positive decision - Asylum seekers who are granted a positive decision 

of Indefinite Leave to Remain, Exceptional Leave to Remain (pre the 2002 

Act) and Humanitarian Protection and Discretionary Leave (post the 2002 

Act) can then claim full income support. They have 28 days to move from 

NASS support to mainstream benefits after they receive a decision.  

 

Negative Decision - Appeal - Some people who are refused status have 

a right to appeal. They are sent papers to appeal and if they apply within 

10 days their NASS support should not be withdrawn.  

 

Negative Decision - No Appeal - Some people who are refused do not 

have a right to appeal. Their NASS support is then withdrawn after 14 

days and they will receive a notice of eviction, unless they are a family 

with children.  

 

Negative Decision - ‘Out-of-time’ appeal - If a person is entitled to 

appeal but does not apply within 10 days they have to submit an ‘out of 

time appeal’ application to the Immigration Appeals Tribunal for  

 

                                       
7 Many legal challenges have ensued which have seen the disbanding of the NASS team set 
up to decide this (RANS – Restricted Access to NASS Support) and replaced by a system 

which now recognises the basic human right to shelter and support. 
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permission to make an appeal. They are not entitled to NASS support 

during this time and their support is liable to be cut after 14 days. If their 

‘out-of-time’ appeal is successful, NASS support should then be 

reinstated. 

 

Appeal decision 
1. If the appeal is accepted and they are granted leave to remain they are 

entitled to claim full income support.  

 

2. If the appeal is rejected they will have their NASS support withdrawn 

after 14 days and will be issued with an eviction notice, unless they have 

children. The only option available after this is to apply for judicial review. 

 

The 2004 AIA brings radical change to the appeals system. Whilst aiming 

to cut waiting times for decisions, a series of administrative hurdles and a 

number of key concerns have been highlighted by refugee support 

organisations.8  

 

Judicial review and statutory review 
In circumstances where a lawyer is able to make a case that there has 

been an error in law during the course of a person’s asylum claim, an 

application for statutory or judicial review can be made. At this stage a 

person has no automatic entitlement to support but can apply for ‘hard 

case’ support under Section 4 of the NIAA 2002. This provides full board 

and lodging but there is no guarantee of where this will be located (see 

section 1.3).  

 

Appeal rights exhausted9 
A person whose appeal rights have been exhausted has their support 

withdrawn 21 days after their asylum claim has been refused. They are 

left with no entitlement to support, and no right to work.  

 

They may apply for ‘voluntary repatriation’ through International 

Organisation for Migration, or if not, they are liable to be deported.  

 

For others it is impossible to return or be returned to their country, for 

example, if that country will not cooperate in supplying the citizenship 

papers for that person (e.g. China and Iran) or if the UK Government is 

unable to gain assurances from the receiving country that article 3 of the 

Human Rights Convention will be upheld. In this situation, a person is 

entitled to apply for ‘hard case’ support. Again, this support is not 

guaranteed and it may be far from where the person has been residing.  

                                       
8 In Scotland, legal representatives are faced with the challenge of identifying grounds of 

further appeal; requesting legal aid to pursue this; and instructing Edinburgh based agents 
and an advocate (of which there are estimated to be five with experience in the whole of 
Scotland) to take on the case and petition the Court of Session all within 5 days. 
9 Refugee Action have recently outlined their concern about the treatment of people at the 
end of the asylum process in correspondence for the 4th UK report to the UN Convention 

against Torture (circulated correspondence October 2004) 
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1.2.2. Differences in support entitlement pre-April 2000 

People arriving to seek asylum before April 2000 were either supported 

through mainstream benefits if they applied for asylum at port or by local 

authorities through their social work services10 if they applied in-country. 

Port applications were placed on the ‘urgent cases’ level of income support 

(90% of full benefit). Social work departments provided in-country 

applicants with support at approximately the same level based on a 

discretionary assessment of need.  

 

People applying pre-April 2000 often had to wait for long periods of time 

for a decision on their asylum claim. Before September 2000 a person 

would first make an asylum claim and only after this was refused would 

they put in a claim on human rights grounds. These processes have now 

been combined so the asylum claim and the human rights claim are 

assessed together. In terms of support, people had entitlement to support 

throughout these processes, but the length of time they were made to 

wait had particular implications for their experiences of poverty and 

destitution. 

 

2.3. The Scottish context11 

Scotland is home to around 11,000 refugees12, the majority of whom live 

in Glasgow, with a significant number also living in Edinburgh. Of this 

number, around 6,000 people are currently asylum seekers - their claim 

for asylum is in the process of being examined. Most people have arrived 

since the dispersal system was implemented in 2000, after NASS signed a 

contract with Glasgow City Council to provide 2500 units of housing for 

people seeking asylum13. The dispersal system was designed to direct 

people away from London and the South East of England to other areas of 

the UK. They are dispersed on a no-choice basis unless they opt for 

‘subsistence only’ support, in which they do not have accommodation 

provided. 

 

The dispersal policy has significant implications for people’s subsequent 

experiences of destitution. For example, when compared with London 

there are fewer existing ethnic minority communities in many dispersal 

areas. This decreases the informal support networks available to people 

and the same language advice and local knowledge they can provide. In 

addition, it can mean a lack of interpreters and translators in some 

languages and a lack of experienced immigration solicitors14, with 

implications both for a person’s asylum case and for their access to 

support services. 

 

                                       
10 They then claimed expenditure back from the Home Office. 
11 Annex 3 provides an overview of the main support organisations working with refugees 
in Scotland. 
12 Scottish Refugee Council, 2004, ‘Refugees, their talents and Scotland's skills shortage’.  
13 In July 2004, 1815 of these were occupied. 
14 See Smith, N 2001 Safe in Scotland? and Theiner, L 2003 By word of Mouth. 
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Until July 2004 there was no possibility for people applying for ‘hard case’ 

Section 4 support to stay in Scotland.15 The SRC noted that: “Individuals 

who apply for judicial review in Scotland and go on to full board Section 4 

accommodation in England will have no financial means of returning to 

Scotland to attend judicial review or to consult advisers, prejudicing any 

possible outcome”.16  

 

Since September 2003, the facility for single people and couples without 

children to register asylum in Scotland has been withdrawn. This has 

affected many people who arrive in Scotland, who have had to make their 

way to Liverpool to claim asylum. RST has provided grants to people in 

this situation who otherwise would have been left destitute in Scotland 

with no access to the asylum system. 

 

2.4. The asylum process 

The asylum process creates a context of poverty, both materially and 

psychologically, which immediately leaves people seeking asylum more 

vulnerable to destitution. 
 

1.4.1. Withdrawal of permission to work 

In July 2002, the right for asylum seekers to work was withdrawn. 

Everyone arriving to claim asylum after this date was no longer granted 

permission to work until they received a positive decision on their claim. 

Those who had been in the country before this date, but had not put in an 

application for permission to work, were no longer eligible. 

  

There have been strong arguments put forward at a local level within 

Glasgow, and in public debate at a national level within Scotland for 

asylum seekers to be allowed to work. Scotland is currently experiencing 

its highest levels of employment since records began and there is a 

serious skills deficit.17 A recent MORI poll indicated that 83% of the 

Scottish public think that asylum seekers should be able to undertake paid 

employment in order to support themselves.18 There has been some 

investment in training schemes and work placements for people seeking 

asylum, in particular through the ATLAS partnership. However, the sudden 

decision to withdraw permission to work has not been overturned to date, 

and people have been forced to subsist on state benefits. 

 

1.4.2. Benefit entitlements and barriers to saving 

Any adult seeking asylum in the UK is granted 70% of the income support 

entitlement of a UK citizen.19  

                                       
15 16 places have now been set up through the YMCA, but this has not been sufficient to 

meet demand. More recently other options for section 4 accommodation have also become 

available. 
16 Scottish Refugee Council, 2004 Briefing: Section 4 support  
17 Scottish Refugee Council ‘Refugees, their talents and Scotland's skills shortage’ (May 

2004) 
18 MORI Poll commissioned by Oxfam, published November 2004. 
19 NB. For children under 18 there has not been this discrimination in support entitlement. 
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Until they were abolished in April 2002, benefits were provided in the form 

of non-cash exchangeable vouchers. The vouchers had to be exchanged 

only at certain shops and no change was given. There was a sustained 

campaign against vouchers until they were abolished. 

 

This reduced level of benefits makes it difficult for people to build up any 

savings to insure against unforeseen circumstances. 

 

1.4.3. Choice 

Choice is restricted for people seeking asylum on both practical and 

psychological levels; and in many ways lack of choice characterises the 

whole situation of being a refugee. People seeking asylum often 

experience long periods (sometimes years) of waiting, unable to make 

plans for the future because they are uncertain of the outcome of their 

claim. Refugees in many contexts are often described as being in “limbo”. 

This can have significant implications for a person’s mental well-being, the 

implications of which will be explored more fully in chapter 4. 

 

On a practical level, people are not able to pursue full-time further 

education or higher education; are not allowed to be away from their 

NASS property for more than a week; and are restricted in all their other 

material choices due to lack of resources.  If they take up full NASS 

support they have no choice over where they live or when they may be 

asked to move. In some cases people are detained, highlighting the 

extremity to which some people’s choices are removed.  

  

2.5. Definitions of destitution 

“Destitution is popularly understood as meaning a state of poverty so 

severe that the individual concerned is dependent for their survival 

on the goodwill of others...”20  

Destitution is a state of extreme or severe poverty. It is often closely 

associated with homelessness. By some definitions, all people seeking 

asylum are considered destitute because they have no legal capacity to 

pursue their own livelihood, and are forced to subsist on state benefits.  

 

Research from other contexts highlights that: “destitution has distinct 

economic, social and political aspects” and is about “having and being 

almost nothing”. 21  As well as material deprivation, it encompasses social 

exclusion and denial of the rights associated with being a citizen. Again, it 

is evident that this definition could describe all people seeking asylum.  

 

When considering the effects of destitution on an individual, this report 

will work from the understanding that destitution is not just about being 

poor and hungry but also has psychological and emotional dimensions. 

                                       
20 Devereux, S 2003 Conceptualising Destitution IDS Working Paper 216 (p8) 
21 Harriss-White, B. 2003 ‘On the Street’ and 2002 'A Note on Destitution' Insights Issue 

46. 
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Material poverty - the lack of food, shelter and money - has serious 

consequences. Destitution can effect a person’s whole sense of being, 

depriving one of control over one’s life, of the tools to understand and 

cope with new surroundings, and creating further alienation from one’s 

own culture. 

 

Within the context of assessing RST grants, destitution is taken to mean, 

more specifically, having no subsistence or means for accessing 

subsistence, as grants address the material aspects of deprivation. 

However, in order to analyse the root causes of destitution, this report will 

also consider the social and political dimensions.  
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Chapter 3. Patterns of poverty and 

destitution in Scotland: January 

2000 – May 2004 

 

The following chapter provides an overview analysis of the applications to 

RST between January 2000 and May 2004. There were over one thousand 

applications made to RST during this period22. This section will illustrate 

the key reasons people have made applications to RST and outline how 

these have changed particularly in the light of government policy changes.  

3.1. Key government policy changes and events 

 impacting support provision 

There have been many legislative changes in asylum policy over the last 

five years. Many of the major policy changes from the Immigration and 

Asylum Act 1999 were rolled out in 2000. The Government’s White Paper 

published in February 2002 led up to the Nationality, Immigration and 

Asylum Act 2002 which received Royal assent in November of that year.  
 

These changes have had specific effects on the applications that have 

been made to RST over this time period. The table below outlines the 

main policy and procedural changes and other key events that have 

influenced the extent of poverty and destitution among the asylum seeker 

community. 

3.2. Analysis of grant applications: an overview 

The reasons for applications for grants to RST have been grouped into six 

categories. The first three are the major categories which outline the 
broad reasons why a person could be left with no support: 

administrative/procedural; circumstantial and policy induced. Within each 

of these there is significant additional detail, which will be explored further 

in chapter 3.  

• Administrative/procedural– These refer to administrative errors or 

procedural delays within the support systems. These were primarily 

within NASS (over 97%), but a small proportion was from people 

experiencing problems accessing support from the Benefits Agency or 

local authority social work services. Further details will be explored in 

the following section. 

• Circumstantial – Changes in a person’s circumstances, for example 

moving house, a family break up or being joined by another member of 

their family can all account for individuals or families being left without 

support for a time. Other circumstantial reasons are external to the 

person and include problems related legal representation, or  

 

                                       
22 Of these 896 have been available for analysis. Some records between January 2000 and 

July 2002 were not available. The data from August 2002 until May 2004 is complete data 
set as far as can be established. The overview will make use of all data, but the more 

detailed analysis in the following chapter will use records from August 2002 onwards. 
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Figure 2. Dates of key policy implementation or change 

 

Date Policy implementation/change 

April 2000 Implementation of the dispersal policy and 

introduction of non-cash exchangeable 

vouchers through the National Asylum Support 

Service, as outlined in the Immigration and 

Asylum Act 1999. 

From 31 January 2002 ARC cards introduced for new asylum seekers 

(phased in – aim of 90% by Sep 2003) to 

enable them to claim cash benefits 

8 April 2002 Non-cash exchangeable vouchers scrapped and 

changed to vouchers that can be exchanged for 

cash. 

23 July 2002 Permission to work no longer granted to people 

waiting for a decision on their asylum claim. 

8 January 2003 Section 55 introduced which removed 

entitlement to support from in-country 

applicants. 

September 2003   Provision to claim asylum in Scotland removed 

for all in-country applicants except families 

with children and those with exceptional 

circumstances. 

Autumn 2003  NASS Glasgow office opened, enabling more 

direct communication between voluntary 

support organisations and NASS. Decision-

making power has until now remained largely 

at the Croydon office. 

November 2003 First ‘Platinum House Exercise’ to assess claims 

under Section 55. High proportion of people in 

Scotland received positive decisions for 

support. 

March/April 2004 Second ‘Platinum House Exercise’ to assess 

claims under Section 55. High proportion of 

people in Scotland received negative decisions 

for support. 

1 May 2004 EU enlargement affecting asylum seekers from 

eight of the accession states. 

21 May 2004 A Court of Appeal case ruled that the operation 

of Section 55 is inhumane. As of 28 June, 

Section 55 implementation changed - support 

no longer denied to people who claim a few 

days after arriving in the UK 
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experiences of racial harassment. Another major reason in this category 

includes losing an ARC card or having money stolen. 

• Policy induced – These applications are made by people who are 

seeking asylum but have no entitlement for support because of a 

specific government policy.  These include applications made for those 

who have been left destitute as a result of a negative Section 55 

decision. It also includes people left with no support as they explore 

judicial review or await a decision on their application for ‘hard case’ 

support. This also includes a small number of payments made to 

members of EU accession states when their support was suddenly cut 

as the EU expanded on 1 May 2004. 

• Travel – This category highlights a more specific grant application 

reason for people who have newly arrived in the UK and are yet to 

claim asylum. These applications were made to pay for people to travel 

to claim asylum. These grants covered a one-way bus ticket and 

subsistence for the journey.  This is a policy-induced reason, but it has 

been highlighted separately here because of the high percentage of 

support that is currently given by RST. 

The final two categories illustrate grants made largely for needs that 

regular support has been unable to cover: 

• Furniture/household goods grant – These applications were made 

for people who were moving into new tenancies but had no furniture or 

no basic household items. 

• Other – This category covers applications for travel to other interviews 

related to a person’s asylum case and for health related travel reasons. 

It also covers early applications for non-specific emergency payments. 

 
Figure 3. RST grant applications: January 2000 – May 2004 
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Figure 4. Changes in application reason: Jan 2000–May 2004 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

10%

27%

36%

27%

Travel

Administrative/procedural

Circumstantial

Policy induced

Furniture/household grant

Other

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

84%

3%

13%

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

76%

6%

10%

8%

 

Jan-Jun ↑   2000  ↓ Jul-Dec Jan-Jun ↑  2001  ↓ Jul-Dec Jan-Jun ↑  2002  ↓ Jul-Dec 

          

18%
3%

10%

28%

41%

 

 

76%

11%

3%

10%

 

73%

12%

14%
1%



 

21 

 

 

 

 

 

 

59%21%

19%
1%

 

31%

32%

19%

6%

12%

 

Jan-Jun ↑       2003  ↓ Jul-Dec Jan-May ↑ 2004 

            

25%

53%

11%

6%
1%

4%

 

 



 

22 

Figure 3 presents an overview of the reasons for applications from 

January 2000 until May 2004. It illustrates well the influence government 

policy has on levels of destitution: 

• There is considerable fluctuation in the applications made as a result of 

administrative errors or procedural delays. The data would suggest 

cycles of problems and improvements in the implementation of the 

support system.  

• There are clear peaks in policy induced reasons for application. These 

can be attributed to the implementation of Section 55 creating high 

numbers of applications in January and February 2003 and the second 

‘Platinum House’ exercise where many people received negative 

decisions, causing high numbers of applications in April and May 2004.  

• There are no clear patterns in applications made for circumstantial 

reasons as would be expected. 

• From September 2003 applications for travel begin. These are all for 

travel to claim asylum. In September 2003 the provision to claim 

asylum in Scotland was removed for all single people unless there were 

exceptional circumstances. 

• Applications for grants for furniture and household goods are almost all 

recorded in 2000. These would have been to people seeking asylum 

before the NASS system was implemented, because since that time 

people have been provided with furnished accommodation. 

 

The pie charts in figure 4 illustrate in more detail how the reason for 

applications have varied and shifted every six months over the time 

period. Proportions of applications for administrative and procedural 

reasons can be seen more clearly: 

• From the second half of 2000 onwards the highest proportion of grant 

applications was consistently for administrative/procedural reasons. For 

the whole of 2001 and 2002 administrative/procedural reasons 

amounted to three-quarters of the total applications. 

• Between July and December 2002, 100 applications were made to the 

RST because of a failure in NASS support. Although the proportions 

then began to fall, numbers remained consistently high with over 70 

applications being made in the first and second halves of the year 2003, 
and in the first five months of 2004.  

 

Further details of the administrative/procedural, policy induced and 

circumstantial reasons for application will be explored in the in-depth 

analysis of causes of destitution in chapter 3. 



 

23 

Part II: 

Causes, Effects & Influences 
 

 

 

The following three chapters take a detailed look at the primary causes of 

destitution, the main effects and the influencing factors.  

 

The narrative makes constant reference to the individual case studies, 

which appear in Part IV. Referring to the case studies while the reader 

works through these chapters will enhance understanding. The case 

studies illustrate how causes, effects and influences are linked, and 

provide a constant reminder that destitution is foremost in the lives of 

individuals and families. 

 

Chapter 4. Factors causing destitution 

Many factors contribute towards someone becoming destitute, but it is 

usually possible to identify a principal cause. Analysis of the RST data has 

grouped these into three main categories of causes that have led to 

people being left with no support and sometimes no home: 

administrative/procedural, policy induced or circumstantial reasons. This 

chapter will investigate these three areas in more detail and also consider 

travel grants that have also accounted for a high proportion of grant 

applications more recently. 

  

The more detailed analysis of RST data in this chapter has been drawn 

from application records between August 2002 and May 200423. The 

following figure gives an overall picture of the proportion of grants 

attributable to these categories. 

                                       
23 Earlier data has not been used because some records from this time were not available. 
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4.1. Administrative errors and procedural delays 

Administrative and procedural problems have been the principal cause of 

destitution amongst people making applications to the RST, accounting for 

just over half (52%) of all applications between August 2002 and May 

2004. This section will present the breakdowns of problems within this 

category, primarily relating to NASS and the Home Office, but also in a 

small number of cases to the Benefits Agency and Job Centre. 

 

3.1.1. NASS and the Home Office 

Over 95% of the administrative/procedural causes of destitution recorded 

in RST applications are attributable to NASS.  The two broad areas in 

which the support system fails are errors in administration of support and 
bottlenecks and inefficiencies in procedures. These are closely related in 

many instances. 

 

Within those applications made in this category, the following were the 

most common administrative problems: 

• 13% error or delay in providing regular support after a person had been 
dispersed 

• 12% support was wrongly terminated for unspecified reasons (see Rafiq 

– case study 3) 
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• 8% delay or failure to process a request for Emergency Support Tokens 

(EST) 

• 7% ARC card faulty 

• 5% vouchers did not arrive 

• 4% support failures due to errors regarding the person’s status  

 

Other errors included 2% due to confusions about a person’s identity (see 

Estella – case study 2) and another 2% due to mistakes about a person’s 

address. Applications from families, whose support was wrongly cut when 

one family member with a separate claim had a separate decision, 

amounted to another 3% of applications. NASS support should not be cut 

for a person, if there is a dependent child in the family.  

 

There were also instances of NASS losing appeal forms and also the 

Statement of Evidence form (SEF), and several times when information 

had to be re-faxed through to NASS when there were delays in response. 

Many of the percentages for different factors are small. Although certain 

specific factors are more prominent, the overriding picture presented by 

the data is of breadth in the scope of problems and errors.  

 

RST applications also gave evidence of wider problems at certain stages of 

the NASS system. Sometimes these relate to changes in people’s 

circumstances. If, for example, a person is to be added to a NASS support 

claim, or after a family separation, someone has to make a new 

application to NASS in their own name. Other problems relate more 

specifically to the procedural implementation of certain policies. 

Information gathered in the research indicates that there are significant 

delays in the NASS system when: 

• People apply for ‘hard case’ support (6% of applications attributed to 

NASS support failures) 

• Dependents24 apply to be added to a claim (4% for child dependents 

and another 1% for adult dependents)25  

• Dependents26 apply in their own right - 5% (e.g. Rasha, case 8); 

 

3.1.2. Job Centre 

Applications from people who have been left without support due to delays 

at the Job Centre have accounted for only 2% of applications within this 

administrative/ procedural problems category. Nevertheless, these are 

important to note because they are all from people who have been 

granted some kind of leave to remain. Delays in processing have included 

problems with National Insurance numbers. A good illustration of this is 

                                       
24 A ‘dependent’ can be a spouse, child or another related adult reliant on the principal 

claimant. 
25 For example if a spouse or child has recently joined the principal claimant. 
26 A dependent spouse, for example, might make a claim in their own right if they separate 

from their spouse, or if their spouse’s claim has been refused and they have an 
independent reason to apply for asylum. This category also includes children of claimants 

who become 18. 
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the Murat family – case study 1 – which also indicated a problem with 

access to child benefits. Support workers have corroborated this.  

 

The transition to mainstream benefits is, therefore, another stage at which 

problems of destitution can occur. This would seem especially important in 

light of the Government’s widely promoted policy of integration for 

refugees (Scottish Refugee Integration Forum (SRIF) Action Plan 2002.) 

 

4.2. Policy-induced causes 

15% of applications made to RST between August 2002 and May 2004 

were a result of policy-induced destitution. It is important to understand 

clearly how the application data has been classified. If someone has just 

submitted an application for ‘hard case’ support or an ‘out of time appeal’, 

this has been classified as a policy-induced reason; when a delay has then 

occurred this has been classified as a procedural delay. This means that 

the number of applications as a result of support cuts caused by ‘out of 

time appeals’ and Judicial Reviews, is likely to be higher than represented 

here.  
 

Within the category the largest proportion was for Section 55 (49% or 43 

applications).  The next highest proportions were for people who were in 

the process of considering or applying for Judicial Review (11%) or just 

having submitted a ‘hard case’ application (a further 11%). 9% of 

applications were from people of Eastern European countries whose 

asylum status changed after EU accession. 8% were from people awaiting 

decisions on ‘out of time appeals’. Another 9% has exhausted all their 

rights to appeal – 2% of whom were awaiting a ‘hard case’ application 

decision and another 3% seeking money for subsistence until they were 

deported. 

 

3.2.1. Section 55 

Some causes of destitution are the result of specific policies. Section 55 of 

the NIAA 2002 had a huge impact on people becoming destitute between 

its implementation in January 2003 and June 2004, when the Court of 

Appeal judged the Home Office to be in breach of Article 3 of the 

European Convention on Human Rights. Section 55 denied subsistence 

and accommodation support to people who did not apply for asylum as 

soon as they arrived in the UK. The Refugee Council27 and the Greater 

London Authority28 have both carried out detailed research on the impact 

of Section 55.  

 

Whilst Section 55 negative decisions have impacted mainly on those 

applying for support in London29, the policy also had impact on some 

people making claims in Scotland: 9% of applications made to RST 

between January 2003 and May 2004 were as a result of negative Section 

                                       
27 Hungry and Homeless: the impact of the withdrawal of state support on asylum seekers, 
refugee communities and the voluntary sector (April 2004) 
28 Destitution by design - Withdrawal of support from in-country applicants: An impact 
assessment for London (Feb 2004) 
29 Refugee Council (2004) Hungry and Homeless p15 
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55 decisions. Suzanne – case study 5 - illustrates the effects of Section 

55. 

 

3.2.2. EU accession 

Another political change that led to people making applications to RST in 

May 2004 was the accession of ten new states to the EU. People who had 

been applying for asylum from eight of the countries suddenly had their 

support cut.  

 

3.2.3. Judicial review  

A person’s case can only go to Judicial Review once a lawyer has agreed 

to take on the case. People are left without support while they seek and 

wait for lawyers to consider whether they will take a person’s case on. 

Should a lawyer agree, the only support available to people is ‘hard case’ 

support. They have no automatic right to this support, however, and, 

should they choose to take it up, they can experience significant delays in 

having their applications processed.  

 

There are particular problems and concerns with ‘hard case’ support, as 

have been outlined by a Scottish Refugee Council briefing30. These include 

the fact that in applying for ‘hard case’ support people have to sign up to 

agree to comply with efforts to deport them, should the Judicial Review be 

unsuccessful. For a person who is in fear of returning to their country and 

is not yet certain that they will be granted leave to remain this is not a 

simple choice. The second major issue is the scale of provision being 

inadequate to meet demand and until July 2004 there was no ‘hard case’ 

support available in the whole of Scotland.  

 

3.2.4. All appeal rights refused 

A significant cause of destitution in Scotland is government policy and 

procedures relating to those who have come to the end of the asylum 

process and whose claims have been judged to have failed. The policy is 

to cut support and evict people from their homes31, without providing 

viable alternatives. At this stage people are expected to return to their 

country and voluntary repatriation is provided to aid this. However, for 

some people this is impossible and the Government also recognises this. 

These people are in theory entitled to ‘hard case’ support32, but until this 

year there has been no ‘hard case’ support available in Scotland.  

 

Current RST guidelines focus grants on those within the asylum process. 

However, they have provided one-off grants for ‘breathing space’ to a 

                                       
30 SRC 2004 (April) Briefing: Section 4 Support 
31 Unless there are children in the family. 
32 A 'hard cases' support grant is available for people who have been refused asylum, who 

have no further appeal rights and who are unable to leave the UK, due to physical 
impediment (for example having a severe medical condition or being in the late stages of 
pregnancy) or exceptional circumstances. 'Hard case' support comprises basic full board 

accommodation. Those supported may have to undergo regular monthly reviews. To 
receive the support grant, a person must be able to show that they are complying with 

efforts to remove them. 
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small number of people (4% of grant applications in this category) who 

have just received their notice of final refusal. The scope of this research 

is such that this issue cannot be explored in detail, but from the little 

information that has been gathered through the course of the research, 

there are undoubtedly significant numbers of people experiencing 

hardship and placed in positions of vulnerability. This has caused much 

suffering to those who are left in this situation and presented huge 

challenges to those who are left to carry out the policy. 

 

People interviewed for the case studies included those who had had their 

support cut because they had exhausted all rights to appeal. However for 

some people these decisions had then been overturned, as they have 

been eligible to make further appeals.  

 

3.2.5. Travel grants to claim asylum 

Travel grants given to people to travel to Liverpool to make their asylum 

claim accounted for 17% of all applications to RST between August 2002 

and May 2004. Since September 2003 when the facility for everyone - 

except families with children and those in exceptional circumstances - was 

withdrawn, travel grants have accounted for a high proportion of the total 

RST grants provided.  

 

These grants were provided on the understanding that a person was 

unable to afford the costs of travel. If a person was unable even to make 

a claim for asylum they have no rights or access to support or work and 

are at risk of destitution. The SRC produced a briefing, in which they 

queried the reasons for this change33. 

 

4.3. Circumstantial factors 

All the causes of destitution discussed so far have been the result of a 

failure of the support system or a consequence of certain policies. Other 

factors which create destitution are more directly related to a specific 

person’s situation – the unforeseen circumstances of being ill or having 

your bag stolen; experiencing family break-ups; being forced to move 

house because of racial harassment; or simply not understanding when or 

where to be for an appointment. These circumstantial factors account for 

13% of all applications made between August 2002 and May 2004.  

 

The case of Jamal  - case study 6 - illustrates clearly some of the 

circumstantial factors that create or prolong destitution. He was forced to 

move house due to racial harassment and again, when he was first offered 

a flat in Edinburgh he was the victim of an attack. Each of these led to 

him becoming and continuing to be homeless. 

 

Within the 13% of applications to RST due to circumstantial factors, the 

most frequent problems were: 

• Losing ARC card (21%) 

                                       
33 SRC 2003 ‘Briefing: Changes to the right to claim asylum in Scotland’ 
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• Separation from partner – the person was without access to support 

(15%) 

• Having money or vouchers stolen (9%) 

• Problem with legal representative  (9%) 

• Illness – the person was not able to collect support or missed an 

appointment  (4%) and in another 4% of cases missed appointment 

due to misunderstanding. 

• Person forced to change address because of racial harassment (4%) 

 

These are all circumstances that could happen to anyone, but a person 

who is seeking asylum is less likely to have the resources to manage over 

these periods. The level of support that is provided through NASS makes 

it almost impossible for people to save and built up their own insurance 

against unforeseen circumstances34.  

 

NASS, through its regional office, has recently put in place procedures for 

women who have been abandoned by a partner and as a consequence 

have been cut off from support and for people who have suffered racial 

harassment.  

 

For those who have had the misfortune to lose their money or ARC card, 

EST can be provided, but as has been evidenced in the section above, 

there can be delays and errors in these being sent out.  

 

4.4. Conclusion 

This section has outlined the principle causes of destitution amongst those 

applying to RST. Administrative errors and procedural delays represent 

the largest proportion. Administrative errors will always occur, as Maja 

(case study 4) whose claim had been seriously jeopardised and delayed 

by letters being sent to the wrong address recognised: 

Maybe the person working at the computer was not perfect. Not 

everyone is perfect… This problem happened to me, not to 

everybody, but it could happen to anybody.” 

The issue is how these mistakes are dealt with and minimised. The system 

is not functioning effectively to deal with these errors and the people who 

bear the consequences are the very people the system is designed to 

support: 

Every time I ask they say there is a system. You have to wait. But 

how can you wait without money, without a house?”. (Maja – case 

study 4) 

                                       
34 Although some of those be interviewed suggested that they had managed to save just a 

little each week. 



 

30 

The Home Affairs Select Committee report highlights the urgent need for 

an improvement in the performance of NASS35 

 

Destitution caused by certain policies has also been considered. The 

political factors underlying causes of destitution will be considered further 

in the analysis of the underlying issues in chapter 6.

                                       
35House of Commons Home Affairs Committee 2004 Asylum Applications (pg 4) 
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Chapter 5. The effects of poverty and 

destitution 

Being an asylum seeker in the UK means living in limbo, with little or no 

control over present or future life circumstances. Drawing on the case 

study data, this chapter explores in more detail how people are affected 

by experiences of destitution from within this wider context. It begins to 

reveal some of the discriminating factors that determine the extent to 

which people are affected, which will be explored further in chapter 6 of 

the report.  

 

The effects of destitution are not only material but also relate to a 

person’s emotional and psychological well-being. These two aspects are 

closely interrelated: lack of shelter and food can damage a person’s 

mental well-being, just as stress and depression can bring on physical ill 

health. Such linkages will be carefully considered whilst looking closely at 

the various effects. 

 

The case studies (found in part IV) also show clearly how the effects of 

destitution can act to increase people’s vulnerability to prolonged or 

repeat periods of destitution, creating a spiralling effect. 

 

5.1. Homelessness 

“When I had money I was ok – I was still thinking about my future, 

but at least I had a house. It changes everything when you don’t 

have a house.” – Estella – case study 2 

RST data shows that almost a third of applications were from people who 
had no fixed address. Of these, many were new arrivals, but 6% of the 

total applications were from people who had become destitute at a later 

stage.36 This does not include the ‘hidden homeless’, that is the people 

who are staying temporarily with a friend and have provided this 

address37. Therefore, the real proportion of people applying to RST who 

are homeless is likely to be higher. This is an area that requires more 

research, but is not within the scope of this report. 

 

Several of the case studies illustrate people’s experiences of being 

homeless:  

• Suzanne – case study 5 - had been made homeless as a direct 

consequence of Section 55. She had no choice but to move into a 

friend’s one-person bed-sit. This friend was on NASS support and so 

this put her housing situation at risk.  

                                       
36 More men (7%) than women (4%) were categorized as being completely 

homeless.  
37

 Neither does this include people staying in temporary Emergency 

Accommodation. 
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• Rafiq – case study 3 - was made destitute because the reasons for his 

refusal were not sent through in time for him to appeal and he had to 

leave emergency accommodation. He has stayed with various friends 

he met through church since then. 

• Estella – case study 2 - was wrongly evicted due to mistakes about her 

identity. She went to stay with a friend who had received a positive 

decision. 

• Jamal – case study 6 - was homeless whilst trying to access 

accommodation after moving to a new city, as was Thomas – case 

study 14. They both had experienced living on the streets. 

• Malik – case study 9 - left her home immediately after receiving an 

eviction notice, having been confused and afraid about what it meant. 

She then became reliant on local Pakistani families offering her a place 

to stay. 

 

Several other people interviewed had been threatened with eviction 

(including Nura – case study 7, Rasha  - case study 8, and Amina case 

study 17.) 

 

Homelessness is a traumatic experience for any person. People seeking 

asylum have already been forced to leave their home and country by 

circumstances beyond their control. Becoming homeless again leaves a 

person even more isolated and exposed:  

• People experienced flashbacks to previous traumas in their home 

country: 

“Everywhere I have to run away, run away and eat and sleep…during 

the attack time in Sri Lanka there I had to run away… I came to here 

and it’s also the same.” – Selvamani – case study 11 

• Jamal – case study 6 - was exposed to attacks when he slept on the 

street and racial harassment in the hostel: 

“Some people every day were shouting, “What are you doing here? 

Why did you come to Scotland?”” 

As well as the negative impact on mental and emotional health, the 

consequences of homelessness also have a detrimental effect on physical 

well-being.  

• Estella – case study 2 - had physical reactions to being evicted: 

“The first time the sheriff’s officer came I collapsed. An ambulance 

came, I went to hospital…” 

Physical health effects are also the result of exposure and a poor diet (for 

example Thomas – case study 14). 

 

Another important effect of homelessness, is disconnection from 

organisations and services. When a person has no fixed address they can 

miss official letters, for example, about an asylum appeal, which can have 
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serious consequences on the outcome of the entire asylum claim. This has 

also affected college attendance and access to health services. 

 

Homelessness is known to have differential effects on different groups of 

people, including women, those with mental health needs and those with 

language barriers. Differential impacts will be discussed in more detail in 

chapter 5.  

 

5.2. Lack of secure access to food 

More than 75 % of RST applications were for food and basic necessities. 

Lack of access to food, or the means to buy food, impacts negatively self-

esteem as well as on physical health. The majority of the case studies give 

accounts of individual’s experiences of having nothing to live on for 

extended periods. 

 

• People were entirely reliant on the charity of others. Many spoke of the 

stress and frustration of dependency: 

“When you have no money you can’t do anything, you have to ask 

your friend for everything” – Estella- case study 2 

• Other case studies of people in families indicated that support was 

shared between all the family, but together they were being forced to 

live on an often substantially diminished income: 

“When she was pregnant, Mum and Dad were getting £60 a week so 

they were helping us”. – Akram – case study 13  

• The inability to access food aggravated existing health problems for 

people with fragile health (pregnancy) and those who required a special 

diet (e.g. diabetes) 

 

“It’s very hard for Grandmother to live like this. She’s complained 

that her health has got worse because of all these troubles… She 

needs to do a diet because of her diabetes. But we cannot afford it. 

We don’t have money to buy special food. For her it’s very hard 

mentally too.” – Natalia – case study 10 

 

5.3. Mental health and well-being 

The mental and emotional effects of being left destitute are widespread 

and severe. The case studies illustrate many examples. What could be 

termed a ‘spiral of vulnerability’ became evident in the cases studies, 

whereby a person left destitute becomes incapable of accessing potential 

help because of mental distress caused by their destitution. 

 

4.3.1. Acute anxiety and stress 

Not having secure accommodation, not understanding the complexities of 

the asylum process, not knowing how long situations of destitution will 
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continue, being unable to foresee or control future developments – all 

these factors cause extreme mental distress.  

 

In many cases this distress directly impacts on physical health. Many 

people interviewed stated that their mental and physical health had 

deteriorated since arriving in the UK and being left destitute: 

“At the moment there are too many things…sometimes I have 

headaches, sometimes I have blood coming out of my nose and 

mouth… I’m not sleeping…Sometimes my mind is very tense. 

Sometimes my hands shake… When I think there is too much 

pressure”.  Selvamani – case study 11 

4.3.2. Depression 

Many of the people in the case studies were suffering, or had suffered 

from, depression. The causes of depression are extremely complex, but 

people indicated that a combination of traumatic experiences in their 

home countries and encountering a desperate situation in the UK led to 

their depression.  A negative factor repeatedly mentioned was the length 

of time people were left waiting and the growing sense of hopelessness 

this entailed: 

“I was very healthy… but now after seven years, many things have 

changed… I cannot sleep without tablets… I thought many times 

about suicide, many times, more than four, five times.” – Bashir – 

case study 16 

4.3.3. Feelings of extreme vulnerability and powerlessness 

Often people who become destitute have unclear understandings of what 

is happening to them or why, due to a variety of reasons including 

language barriers, and the complexities of the asylum process. Mental 

well-being is put under severe strain by this constant uncertainty and 

feelings of powerlessness to influence the future.  

 

“When I see the TV or the news [in Iraq], I say, ‘thank God I’m 

here’. But am I staying here? Are they considering me? What’s going 

on? I really don’t know.” 

“Everything is foggy in the future. I cannot see through. I don’t know 

what’s going on; what’s going to happen.” – Rafiq – case study 3 

4.3.4. Aggravated trauma  

Eviction, homelessness, hunger, repeated questioning by immigration 

officials or lawyers – all these things have extremely negative effects on 

the mental, emotional and physical health of people who have already 

been traumatised in their country.  Interviewees reported flashbacks, 

panic attacks and physical inability to cope with experiences of 

destitution: 
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“The day I was told I had to leave my house I collapsed, I didn’t 

know even where I was. I was unconscious and my child phoned the 

neighbours who came to help.” – Nura – case study 7 

 

5.4. Deprived of choice 
Choices that are already curtailed by living on benefits are even further 

diminished if someone becomes destitute, through a process of 

disempowerment. This lack of choice can include isolation from cultural 

and spiritual values. People experience deterioration of their self-esteem, 

and their dignity as a human being: 

“Where to go? Where to sleep? Where to eat? I even feel shy to eat 

at my closest friends’ houses. If I visit, I think people will think I am 

here to scrounge.” – Amina – case study 17 

In the case studies people speak about “feeling stuck” and “feeling frozen” 

(for example Rafiq – case study 3. More than one person compared their 

current situation in the UK with being in prison: 

"…It’s been a long time that we never travelled to anywhere. We’re 

fed up of sitting in the house. It’s just like we are in prison.”  - 

Akram – case study 13 

 

5.5. Interruption of college attendance 
College is an important place for people seeking asylum to make contacts 

with others. If a person is forced to stop attending college because, for 

example, they can no longer afford the bus fare to get there, they lose not 

only the right to develop their education, but also vital social networks. 

“There were many people there, I talked & laughed with people in 

my class… Now I have no contact with people. I can’t go to college 
because I have no money.” Estella – case study 2 

Not being able to attend college is especially difficult for people who have 

already been denied the right to paid employment. Forced inactivity has a 

negative impact on mental health and depression can become worse: 

“College has helped a lot… otherwise I stay at home and I think too 

much about what has happened to me.” Rasha – case study 8 

 

5.6. Impact on family and friends  

4.6.1. Family tensions 

It is not only the people who are destitute who are affected, but also the 

immediate family members or friends who are offering practical support or 

care: 

• Selvamani – case study 11 - relies heavily on her brother. As well as 

sharing in the distress of his sister’s situation, Selvamani’s brother is 
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also facing tensions between his responsibilities to his sister and to his 

wife. Selvamani’s mental health needs add another strain on her 

brother: 

“A lot of the time she’s been staying with me she is speaking and 

speaking. She doesn’t stop. … She’s very sad. I heard a lot of 

problems she’s told me and I’m also very sad.” 

 

4.6.2. Legal risks for friends and family 

If somebody on NASS benefit helps support another person whose 

benefits have been terminated they are liable to have their own support 

cut as they are in breach of the NASS contract. Suzanne – case study 5 - 

recognised that she was putting her friend at risk in this way but she was 

left with no other option. 
 

4.6.3. Material impact 

There are also very real material impacts on the wider family or friends 

who are providing support to someone who has been left with nothing. 

This was the case for Suzanne – case study 5, and Estella – case study 2 - 

when they went to stay with friends. Two cases which illustrate clearly the 

effects on wider family are Akram – case study 13 - and Rafiq – case 

study 3. 
 

5.7. Conclusion 

 

The case studies have indicated many dimensions to the effects of 

destitution: economic – affecting material well-being; political – relating to 

lack of status and ability to make choices about one’s life; and social – 

relating to isolation from family, friends and in some instances 

experiences of racism. 
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Chapter 6. Influences on the experiences of 

poverty and destitution 

Having outlined the effects of destitution, this chapter explores the 

different influences on a person’s situation, which can either help to 

mitigate or exacerbate experiences of poverty and destitution. Influencing 

factors can be at different levels: there are those which are directly 

related to a specific person such as: personal attributes and skills, 

language and cross-cultural skills, health and well-being – and others that 

are more external but can have significant impact including: legal and 

policy factors, social relations and organisational contact. All these factors 

will be explored in more detail below. 

 

6.1. Personal factors  

Whilst in many respects the effects of poverty and destitution are 

indiscriminate (if someone’s support is cut, the fact that they have no 

money is not affected by their gender or age), there are certain personal 

factors that can affect how well people manage to cope with the situations 

they face.  

 

5.1.1. Gender 

It is important to understand the differential ways in which gender can 

influence a person’s experiences of poverty and destitution. Analysis of 

the RST data indicates overall that slightly more applications were 

received from men (53%) than women (47%). In certain situations, 

applications from women were much more prominent.  

• The consequences of family separation and domestic abuse amongst 
those making applications to RST impacted entirely on women. There 

were 12 applications from women who had separated from their 

husbands, the main NASS applicant. Six of these had separated as a 

result of domestic abuse. 

• In addition, 81% of claims from dependents who were reapplying to 

NASS in their own name were from women.  

 

The RST data indicates that destitution as a result of family separation is 

much more likely to be experienced by women applying to RST than men. 

This related to the fact that asylum applications and thus NASS support 

for a family are more often made in the man’s name.  

 

From the case studies, there are further illustrations of women’s 

experiences of destitution being influenced by their gender or gender 

roles: 

• As a mother with young children, Fatima – case study 15 - was less 

able to go out and seek help because she was unable to obtain a 

nursery place for her child38.  

                                       
38 Asylum seeking families do not have access to nursery places. 
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• Both Malik – case study 9 - and Selvamani - case study 11 - were less 

able to act independently to access organisations who might provide 

help. The direct reason for this was that they did not speak English, but 

indirectly this may well be related to cultural gender roles and more 

specifically to those related to education. Malik relied heavily on 

community support and Selvamani relied on her brother to speak on 

her behalf with people in public spheres. 

• Equally, it is likely that Malik’s gender (along with her age) was part of 

what influenced the sympathy and support she received from others in 

the local Pakistani community. 

 

Analysis of gender influences shows that the gender factor does not 

always relate to women. Men also face particular hardships in relation to 

poverty and destitution as a result of their gender: 

• It is more difficult for single men who become homeless to access 

housing. Single men are judged to be less of a priority with regards to 

housing and other support services. A caseworker from Positive Action 

in Housing (PAIH) also noted that they found it more difficult to find 

places for men than women through their accommodation register 

scheme.  

• The change in roles in families also has a significant impact on men. In 

families, it is more likely that the man has been the main income 

provider for the family than the woman. The fact that they are no 

longer able to work can lead to particular frustration and depression. 

This kind of frustration was apparent in the case of the Murat family – 

case study 1. Kerim had become further deskilled in Scotland as 

compared to his wife because of his lack of English. 

 

Gender factors have an exacerbating influence on experiences of 

destitution for both men and women. Whilst it is important to highlight 

that gender is an influencing factor, it is not possible to draw any 

simplistic conclusions about men or women being more vulnerable to 

destitution. It is, however, important to recognise that their specific 

experiences of destitution may affect men and women differently. Women 

are particularly vulnerable in cases of family separation, and may be less 

able to access services if they have small children. There is concern from 

case-workers that there are more barriers for men than women in 

accessing support for their mental health needs.  

 

5.1.2. Age and family circumstance 

There are certain key influences that exacerbate destitution which relate 

specifically to a person’s age. 

• The RST data revealed cases where there were significant delays in 

processing claims for young people who had previously been dependent 

on another family member’s claim. One caseworker quoted anecdotal 
evidence that young people were being encouraged to make separate 

claims for support by the NASS team, but were confused about their 

rights in relation to this. 
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• The case of Rafiq – case study 3 – was made to make a separate 

asylum claim from his family because immigration officials judged him 

to be over 18. This resulted in a situation where his support was cut 

whilst the rest of his family were still waiting for a decision. 

• Older people are more likely to have problems with their physical 

health. The cases of both Amina – case study 17 and Malik – case study 

9 - illustrate how these health problems increased the hardship they 

faced: for Amina - case study 17 - in terms of not being able to obtain 

the kinds of food she needed to control her diabetes; and for Malik – 

case study 9 - her physical health problems were exacerbated by the 

circumstances and stress of her being homeless. 

 

In relation to family circumstance, until now, families have in theory been 

less likely to experience destitution than single people or couples with no 

children: 

• Families should not have their support cut by NASS after an initial or 

final refusal, due to the fact that there are children. If support is 

withdrawn or if a child is born after NASS support has stopped, local 

authority social work services should support them, as in the case of 

Akram  - case study 13.  

• Having children has also been the necessary factor to qualify for the 

family amnesty announced by the Home Office earlier this year. 

 

However, the RST data indicate that 42% of applications were from people 

who had dependent children or were expecting a child. (For female 

applicants this rose to 61%.) Significantly, for applications made as a 

result of administrative/procedural problems in relation to support, 55% 

had dependent children or were expecting a child. This indicates that in 

spite of policies and procedures, families are still becoming destitute39. 

  

5.1.3. Nationality 

Nationality also appears to be an influencing factor on destitution. 

Population data for people seeking asylum in Scotland is sparse. 

Nevertheless, considering available figures40 as a proxy would suggest 

that there are proportionally more applicants from Burundi, Democratic 

Republic of Congo (DRC) and to a lesser extent Somalia; and far fewer 

applications from people from Turkey and Pakistan.  

 

                                       
39 This will only increase if Section 9 of the 2004 Act regarding withdrawal of support to 

families is implemented. 
40 Statistics for people supported in NASS accommodation - September 2003 (supplied by 

CoSLA). 
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Figure 6.   Nationalities of people applying to RST and NASS 

  figures for Glasgow. 
 

Country % of applications to 

RST 

% of asylum seekers 

supported by NASS in Glasgow 

Burundi 9 1 

Somalia 13 9 

DRC 12 4 

Turkey 4 14 

Pakistan 3 9 

 

There are also considerable gender differences to the proportions applying 

from different countries: 

• There are higher proportions of applications to RST from females from 

Somalia (14%); Burundi (12%) and DRC (16%) and much lower 

proportions of applications from women from Iraq (2%) and Iran (5%). 

• There are much higher proportions of applications from males from Iraq 

(14%) and Iran (10%). Lower proportions of applications come from 

men from Somalia (12%), Burundi (6%) and DRC (8%). 

An explanation of the reasons for these differences between nationalities 

is not within the scope of this report and would require further research. 

 

5.1.4. Level of education and attendance at college 

RST grant applications collect no information about level of education or 

attendance at college, but the case studies have highlighted the influences 

these have on how people are able to cope with destitution on several 

different counts:  

• People have sometimes found they could turn to college classmates for 

help (for example, to borrow money from) or for information about 
where to find support (for example, which drop-in centres to go to) as 

in the case of Natalia – case study 10.  

• In the case of Maja – case study 4 - the college teachers also offered 

practical support. Maja was also able to access information through the 

local library about support services and about her local MP. 

• For many people college has also been a hub for social relations. Rasha 

– case study 8- spoke of the support college had given in helping her to 

feel less isolated. 

 

Those who have had access to college were often in a better position than 

those who had not. College gave access to social support, useful 

information, increased local and cultural knowledge and sometimes very 

practical support. 

 

5.1.5. Multiple exacerbating influences 

People with multiple influences discriminating against them can be the 

most vulnerable. For example, as an older women, living away from any 

of her family members, unable to speak English and suffering from 
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depression and anxiety, Malik – case study 9 - was particularly vulnerable, 

becoming homeless for a year and having no support for 10 months. Her 

age did give her certain access to support from the Pakistani community, 

which may well have not been offered had she been younger. Her gender 

also meant she was subject to a cultural expectation that she would work 

for the families with whom she stayed. 

 

6.2. Health and well-being influences 

 

5.2.1. Mental health 

Mental health, as well as being a major effect of destitution, was equally 

evident as a significant influencing factor on people’s experiences. Those 

suffering from mental health difficulties are less able to engage actively in 

solving the problems which poverty and destitution present. This makes 

them vulnerable to continuing problems.  

 

Interviewees spoke of stress and depression, brought on by their destitute 

state, which made them unable to approach people and organisations for 

help. Problems mentioned were lack of energy and self-esteem, memory 

problems and an inability to concentrate: 

“When you’re so stressed it’s difficult even to walk [to go out and ask 

for help]… Sometimes I don’t want to see people because I don’t feel 

so good.  

“I’m forgetful and distracted. It’s difficult to concentrate. I cross the 

roads with the red man, put things on to cook and forget them until 

the alarm goes off…I’m like a crazy person. I cry all the time.” – 

Estella – case study 2 

• Malik – case study 9 - made the rapid decision to leave her home, 

based on confused fears. This had a direct impact on her becoming 

destitute.  

 

Some people arrive in the UK already suffering from mental health 

troubles caused by the traumatic experiences before arriving: 

• Akram – case study 13 - found that the effects of a head injury he 

sustained on his journey to the UK brought additional difficulties for 

him, and were exacerbated by the asylum process. He was particularly 

anxious about going alone to the initial asylum interview in Croydon: 

“Sometimes I feel dizzy, sometimes I have strange feelings – I don’t 

know what happened… I have a problem with remembering things.” 

“I don’t know how to use trains and how to reach there and deal with 

things. I was alone…if there is two we can decide, we can cope 

together… I was very upset there I didn’t know if the interpreter was 

translating properly or not….I was hungry. I paid £50 for the taxi….I 



 

42 

wasn’t happy at all. I would have liked that both of use were there 

for the interview”  

Mental health is a clear example of how the effects of poverty and 

destitution are often in turn influencing factors.  This, along with the fact 

that prevalence of mental health problems amongst the case studies is 

high, indicates that the support needs of these people, should they 

become destitute, requires particular attention. 

 

5.2.2. Physical health  

For those with physical health problems, these also exacerbated the 

experiences of destitution. Selvamani – case study 11 - was dependent on 

her brother for interacting with organisations, not only because of 

language barriers but also because she had been left partially deaf after 

an attack in her home country. 

 

6.3. Language and cross-cultural communication 

 factors 

5.3.1. Language and interpreting problems 

People who have limited or no grasp of English face issues which 

aggravate powerlessness. Having to depend on others to understand and 

communicate with the surrounding world has serious implications for a 

individual’s vulnerability to destitution. The case studies illustrate several 

examples of this: 

• Dependency on interpreters, where professionals are available, can lead 

to frustration and low self-esteem (as already detailed in chapter 4), 

leading a person to have less confidence or ability to solve problems 

they face (Merat – case study 1). 

• Language difficulties or dependency on interpreters can also generate a 

lack of trust. Hussein – case study 12 - was not confident about his 

solicitor’s handling of his appeal – he had been made destitute because 

the Home Office claimed an appeal had not been lodged in time. 

Although the reason an appeal had not been made was because the 

Home Office had failed to send the reasons for refusal, this was not 

clearly communicated to Hussein: 

“I had an interpreter, but now I think I didn’t trust him. The first 

time, the solicitor had said ‘your appeal is lodged, it is accepted, you 

should wait for a court date’...but I went to the lawyer again and she 

said ‘your appeal is lost’.” 

• Reliance on family members or friends to act as interpreters, raises 

concerns about issues of confidentiality and dignity which affect 

experiences of destitution, as well as ignoring legal rights. By law, 

people seeking asylum are entitled to interpreting and translation 
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services41. A number of people interviewed said that they had not been 

provided with official interpreters: 

“There were no interpreters to discuss my problem. I had to take my 

son-in-law. This is dehumanising and felt my privacy was breached.”- 

Amina – case study 17 

• Relying on contacts, informal networks and word of mouth for 

information, more than on official, written sources has been a useful 

resource for some people with limited or no English (Malik – case study 

9). However, access to these kinds of sources alone can leave people 

vulnerable to misinformation, which can affect their access to support.  

 

5.3.2. Cross-cultural adaptation 

Effective communication and interaction do not only rely on an 

understanding of language, but also on developing cultural knowledge of 

values and meanings. Understanding the importance of written 

communication for making appointments (eg. a letter about NASS 

appointment) is critical in engaging with the asylum process in the UK. 

Before this, a person needs a basic understanding that the ‘asylum 

process’ is the name given to the procedures you have to go through to 

seek refuge in the UK and ‘asylum seeker’ is the identity you will be given.  

“It is very difficult for people who come here for the first time and 

don’t know the language. We did not know how things work in this 

country, we did not understand the system.” - Rasha – case study 8 

The extent to which people develop this cultural knowledge significantly 

influences their ability to navigate the systems and affects the resources 

they can draw on, should they be faced with destitution: 

• Maja – case study 4 - gained an understanding of the NASS system, 

which enabled her to challenge the mistakes that had been made about 

her address. She was also directed by friends towards effective ways to 

influence her situation. She was advised to contact her local MP and 

was put in touch with a housing solicitor who was able to stay her 

eviction. 

• Contrastingly, for Selvamani – case study 11 - a lack of understanding 

about the asylum process placed her in a position where she had little 

choice but to trust the directions of her legal representative and sign a 

paper stating that she was willing for the decision on her asylum claim 

to be made without her presence, not knowing what implications might 

have on her case. Her claim was refused she has struggled to find a 

lawyer who will take on a Judicial Review. She has been left destitute. 

People who develop cultural knowledge are more able to challenge the 

causes and mitigate the effects of destitution. Those who have not yet 

gained an understanding of the system are more vulnerable to bad 

                                       
41 Such situations jeopardize people’s asylum claims because family members and friends 

may not have sufficient understanding of English and UK asylum law to translate 
effectively; and people are often extremely reluctant to discuss sensitive topics in the 

presence of family members, or members of their community. 
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practice, which can jeopardize their asylum claim and leave them 

destitute. 

 

6.4. Social influences  

Family and friends are often the primary source of support for people who 

are made destitute. The case studies show that, having these connections, 

influences ability to mitigate the effects of destitution. People who lacked 

these social networks were more isolated and in many ways more 

vulnerable when they became destitute. It is important also to recognise 

that racial harassment also exacerbated some people’s experiences of 

destitution. 

 

5.4.1. Connections with family 

For people whose support is withdrawn, those who are living with or have 

close connections to other family members, are often better placed to 

cope with the effects of having support withdrawn, for example Rafiq – 

case study 3, Selvamani  - case study 11 and Akram - case study 13. As 

well as the material support received from family members, the emotional 

support and care available is also very important. This support is not 

without cost to the family members providing help, however - as outlined 

in chapter 4 of the report. 

 

5.4.2. Connections with shared cultural or religious groups 

Friendship circles for many revolved around others from a shared cultural 

or language background (Malik - case study 9). On a practical level these 

groups enabled people to access more local knowledge in their own 

language. On an equally important level they provided the opportunity to 

promote well-being through affirming the bonds of shared culture. 

• For Jamal - case study 6 - making links with the Sudanese community 

was especially important: 

“When I say I’m from Sudan, they say… “if you need help just 

come”. …Somebody from my country… who speaks the same 

language, we are the same religion, we understand, you know.” 

People sharing the same religion were another important source of 

support: 

• A Muslim Women’s Resource group provided information and support to 

Fatima - case study 15: 

“We don’t like to ask others for support. We did not know our rights 

or where to find help until we attended a mother and toddler group 

at the Muslim Women’s Resource Centre.”   

• Churches were an important meeting point for others: 

“They …supported me mentally to integrate and be hopeful for my 

future. They told me about the shops to help me find the cheap 
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foods. …I also told the Priest about my situation. Every week he 

encouraged me and he prayed for me.” – Maja - case study 4 

These informal networks were often the primary source of support, 

particularly for those whom organisations were not able to help. 

 

5.4.3. Experiences of racial harassment 

One social factor that which had a severe negative impact on experiences 

of destitution was racial harassment. The RST data showed instances of 

people who had to move as a result of racial harassment. Although NASS 

in Glasgow now has procedures in place for handling the cases of people 

who have experienced harassment, it is still the case that where people 

had left suddenly and address details were not changed promptly, they 

could experience problems with their support and would have to rely on 

RST. 

  

Jamal - case study 6 - illustrates in more detail how a racist attack he 

experienced when he went to visit a council house he had been offered, 

impacted on his destitution: 

“I come from my country to here because I won’t be safe in my 

country, I have a problem in my country. If you give me a flat and 

I’m not safe, what’s the point?” 

As a result of refusing this house, he had to stay on in a hostel for many 

more months.  

 

6.5. Policy and legal factors  

Two external factors that have a significant impact on experiences of 

destitution are: the change in policy regarding permission to work and the 

availability of good quality legal representation. 

 

5.5.1. Withdrawal of permission to work 

The withdrawal of permission to work in July 2002 has had a major 

impact. Since then, only once leave to remain has been granted, can an 

individual seek employment: 

• 89% of applications to RST were from people who were not permitted 
to work (86% for females and 92% for males). 

• Many of those interviewed explicitly stated that their situation would 

have been a lot easier had they been allowed to work. They were 

confused about how they were supposed to live if they were given 

neither benefits nor permission to work: 

“…if you didn’t have support or a house…you should go work. And 

then you’re not allowed to work…how [do] you survive?” – Hussein – 

case study 12 

People seeking asylum have been forced to subsist on state support 

(receiving only 70% of the benefits offered to a UK citizen). NASS support 
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is provided only to those who have no other means of support. Thus, 

denying them the right to work inevitably leads to destitution if the 

support is cut. If people are unable to work they cannot provide a safety 

net for themselves to insure against unforeseen problems. 

 

5.5.2. Poor legal representation  

The case studies illustrate several instances of problems with legal 

representation having a significant impact on becoming destitute. Good 

legal representation, and access to it, is crucial to a person’s asylum 

decision. There are other serious issues relating to it often being neither 

viable or attractive for lawyers to take on asylum cases and the changes 

being implemented through the 2004 Act will make it even less so. Poor 

legal representation and the need to change lawyers can easily contribute 

to refusals on a person’s asylum claim, leaving people more vulnerable to 

destitution and in limbo for a longer period of time, if they are able 

appeal: 

• The case of Natalia  - case study 10 - was jeopardized by a bogus legal 

advisor42 who took over control of her claim and did not send her 

information about her court case: 

“Somebody gave me advice that the best lawyer in London wanted to 

help me…We met him in Israel and he said that he wanted to help us 

and it would cost £3,500. We paid him and after that we realised that 

this person was a liar, he wasn’t a solicitor at all. He wanted me to 

go to work as a prostitute.”  

Her support has now been cut and she is waiting to hear from her current 

lawyer if her case can be taken further. The case of Selvamani - case 

study 11 - is another example. 

• Hussein - case study 12 - was not satisfied with his legal 

representative’s attempt to resolve his appeal and support problems.  

Changing to a new lawyer has only added to the length of time he has 

been without support. 

 

Further evidence from the RST application forms, which has been 

reiterated in conversation with caseworkers, indicates that not all lawyers 

are fully aware of the influence their actions (or inactions) might have on 
their clients’ access to support. 

 

6.6. Organisational influences43  

Support organisations have done much to mitigate people’s experiences of 

destitution, providing both practical and professional support in trying to 

resolve problems. However, on occasions, certain roles organisations have 

had to play, and some problematic interactions between caseworkers and 

those seeking help, have also exacerbated the effects of and the extent of 

                                       
42 He had in fact been struck off the register but it appears he is practicing again under a 
different business name. 

 43 An outline of some of the major support organisations is included in Annex 3. 
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destitution. Also, gaps in co-ordination between different agencies have 

sometimes led to people being ‘bounced’ from one organisation to 

another. 

 

5.6.1. Alleviating destitution: practical support 

The small grants provided to people by RST have undoubtedly eased 

many people’s experiences of destitution. Rafiq - case study 3 - spoke of 

how important the grants he had received had been when he had no 

income and was threatened with eviction: 

“…you have something to keep your hope up for sometime until 

possibly the problem is solved… The last time it was about 4 weeks 

until we managed to get the support reinstated… I got the support 

from the Survival Trust, but if I did not have any income or any 

support that would affect us really badly.” 

Ana and Ivan - case study 20 - were also very positive about the RST 

grant they received. Other people interviewed who had received RST 

grants did not always remember this or were not always clear that these 

had come from RST. For some who were left destitute for longer periods, 

grants from RST were available for a few weeks of this time only. 

 

Some people have also accessed practical support through the PAIH 

Destitution Fund. Less formal practical support offered through drop-in 

centres, support groups, churches and other faith groups has also been 

crucially important to people who have experienced destitution. There are 

many examples of this in the case studies including Malik - case study 9, 

Rasha - case study 8, and Hussein - case study 12. These groups have 

attempted to ‘fill the gaps’ in people’s support in less formalised ways 

where they have been able. 

 

5.6.2. Challenging destitution: liaison with NASS and the Home 

Office 

SRC plays a crucial role in engaging with the details of a person’s case and 

trying to sort out the underlying problems. They try to tackle the causes 

of why people have become destitute by liasing with NASS and the Home 

Office. For all of those who were referred to RST for practical support, SRC 

played a parallel role in advocating to try to solve the root causes of their 

destitution. This was gratefully recognised in several case studies: 

“The SRC have been very, very helpful. They have explained 

everything to me. They’ve asked NASS Glasgow and Croydon and the 

Home Office about my case.”- Maja - case study 4 

 

5.6.3. Problematic roles and interactions 

Whilst the underlying function and primary purpose of refugee support 
organisations is to provide assistance to people seeking refuge, the case 

studies suggest that on some occasions their influence can have negative 

effects:  
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• During the time when Section 55 of the 2002 Act was being widely 

implemented, refugee support organisations across the UK had to carry 

out the function of implementing this policy. Suzanne - case study 5 - 

was angry that the support organisationSRC was not able to give her 

more help. She was confused about their role: 

“It was really a hard time for me because I was feeling they [the 

support organisation] could have helped me. …They couldn’t do 

anything for me, so I didn’t appreciate that at all. I wasn’t getting 

any money. I wasn’t able to work because I didn’t have a National 

Insurance number. I couldn’t do anything.” 

Implementation of Section 55 has now been curtailed by the courts, but 

statutory and voluntary organisations tasked with providing support 

continue to be faced with challenges in working within government policies 

which leave people destitute, for example, when a person’s claim has 

been judged to have failed. 

 

5.6.4. Co-ordination between organisations 

A full exploration of service provision is beyond the scope of this report, 

however the case studies have highlighted a few issues, which have 

impacted on people’s experiences of destitution: 

• People sometimes experienced being ‘bounced’ between organisations, 

particularly if there was conflict over responsibility: 

“I remember one day my benefits stopped and I went [to the 

housing office] and they said, “Oh, go back to the [Scottish] Refugee 
Council.”  The Refugee Council sent me here and they sent me to the 

Refugee Council… for nearly 2 weeks or 3 weeks.”- Jamal - case 

study 6 

 

6.7. Conclusions 

There are many factors that influence peoples’ experiences of destitution 

for better or worse. Some of these influences are directly related to a 

person’s attributes and their skills and to organisational factors. One part 

of the final analysis will consider how RST can take the influencing factors 

further into account in its grant-making criteria. The analysis will also give 
further consideration as to how it is possible to address some of the 

external influencing factors.
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Part III: 

Analysis & Recommendations 

 

Chapter 7. Analysing destitution  

Having examined in detail the causes and effects of destitution amongst 

people seeking asylum in Scotland, and highlighted some influencing 

factors, this chapter seeks to analyse the underlying issues and assess 

what can be done to alleviate the effects. This analysis will provide the 

basis for informed recommendations for future RST grant-making policy 

and a reasoned critique that can be used as a resource to challenge the 

root causes of destitution.  

 

Drawing on the analysis of the causes detailed in chapter 4, this chapter 

will first present an analysis of the root causes of destitution in the 

assumptions of the policy framework. It will then assess the 

administrative and procedural problems in more detail to suggest three 

key problems in current provision, which are leaving people destitute. The 

final section will consider the influencing factors outlined in chapter 5 and 

highlight which of these factors refugee support organisations can address 

to mitigate the effects of destitution.  

 

7.1. Understanding the root causes 

“Unfortunately in this country a lot of you understand [an] asylum 

[seeker] as a second class person.” - Jamal - case study 6 

For RST and other organisations concerned with the rights of people 

seeking asylum, it is critical to address the root causes of why people are 

becoming destitute rather than to focus on creating ever-larger safety 

nets for those who are falling through the gaps. 

 

6.1.1. Assumptions of the policy framework 

The RST data clearly illustrates that problems of destitution are not 

concentrated on a single policy issue or a particular stage, but 

occur throughout the asylum process.  

 

This implies that the problems of destitution are not related only to 

specific policies, but are inherent in the underlying policy-framework. 

Other evidence supports this: over the last four years there have been 

several cycles of policy development and implementation with the 

consequent changes in practice; challenges on human rights grounds 

either through campaigning or often in the courts; and then revision of 

polices to do with support – first with vouchers and then with Section 55.  
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Refugee Action has recently made a similar call for revision of policy for 

asylum seekers at the end of the process44 and campaigning organisations 

are expected to make similar challenges to certain sections of the AIA 

2004.  

 

Added to this, policy changes have often been implemented suddenly, 

causing upheaval for all concerned. There have been recent calls for 

greater resourcing at the beginning of the asylum process to improve the 

quality of initial decision-making45. Improved decision-making would do 

much to alleviate some of the problems of people becoming destitute. 

 

Policy is built on a very specific understanding of what is termed the 

‘refugee problem’: assumptions are made about the fact that too many 

people are coming to seek asylum in the UK and then policy is constructed 

around the perceived need to manage the flow of people and reinforce 

border controls. This construction of the ‘refugee problem’ is rooted in a 

fear of the people who come to seek safety. This fear, which is 

perpetuated through defining refugees as a problem of numbers, has led 

to a shift in focus from providing protection to people seeking refuge, to 

protecting Britain against people seen to have potential to abuse the 

system.  

 

A UNHCR representative highlighted the fact that in the Immigration and 

Asylum (Treatment of Claimants) 2004 Act, not one of the sections is 

concerned with safeguarding the protection of the people seeking 

asylum46. Measures are all framed around protection of the system from 

abuse, rather than on how the UK can build systems and procedures to 

ensure that people seeking protection are treated well and not abused. 

The evidence presented in this report about destitution confirms 

that people seeking protection have been failed by the current 

policies and support systems.  

 

Whilst the terms of the ‘refugee problem’ continue to be framed around 

numbers, discrimination is perpetuated and is becoming increasingly 

normalised, as a review of policy over the last fourteen years reveals47. 

This spans asylum policy from dispersal and detention to support 

arrangements and the gaps that create destitution. The policy context has 

been failing to provide protection at a fundamental level, shaking the very 

foundations of values of human rights and the right to seek asylum from 

persecution. 

 

There are, however, alternative ways to understand, or ‘re-imagine’ 

refugees, if we question what the problem in the ‘refugee problem’ is. An 

alternative perspective sees refugees as a ‘resource’ rather than a 

‘problem’. A recent research report on refugees’ skills and aspirations by 

                                       
44 Correspondence for the 4th UK report to the UN Convention against Torture (circulated 

October 2004). 
45 See the House of Commons Home Affairs Committee Report on Asylum Applications and 
Amnesty International’s report Getting it Right. 
46 Speech at the Scottish Refugee Council conference ‘Understanding and Challenging the 
Asylum and Immigration At 2004’ – 23/11/04. 
47 Baumber 2003, The Problems of Refuge (unpublished manuscript) 
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the Scottish Executive, was based on this way of viewing refugees48. 

Research has shown that immigrants generally bring more to the UK than 

they take away. Whilst it is valuable to recognise the economic resource 

that people coming to the UK bring with them, people seeking refuge are 

not only a potential economic resource. People also bring with them 

‘human capital’ and ‘cultural capital’, and have potential to contribute to 

society in many positive ways. Schools in Glasgow have noted the positive 

value that children from families seeking asylum have brought to the 

classrooms, for example.  

 

Another way to reframe thinking about refugees is to shift the focus and 

the terms of the debate back to providing refuge and protection. This has 

been described in recent research as an ‘ethic of care’49, where the 

‘stranger’ is not a threat but someone with whom we have a common 

human link. This latter perspective lies close to the humanitarian stance of 

organisations working to support destitute refugees.  

 

6.1.2. Reflecting on definitions 

The way we choose to understand people seeking refuge links directly to 

the definitions and labels we use. The current support system is set up 

around evaluations of who is deserving and who is undeserving and uses 

labels such as “All Appeal Rights Failed” and “failed asylum seeker”.   

 

Evidence from the case studies indicates a blurring of boundaries 

in definitions of who is “in” and who is “out” of the process. 

Someone who is described as having ‘All Appeal Rights Failed’ may in fact 

have valid appeal rights still open to them but have not been able to 

access these. The case studies (Malik - case study 9 and Estella - case 

study 2) illustrate instances of this. Someone who has been labelled as a 

‘failed asylum seeker’ may well be a person who is still in need of 

protection. The Government recognises that it is not always possible to 

return a person on grounds of there being ‘no safe route’ even though a 

claim for protection has failed. 

 

Having analysed the issues underlying the causes of destitution at a broad 

policy level, the following section assesses more specifically what the 

research reveals to be the main problems spanning the support system. 

 

7.2. Problems in current provision 

Administrative errors and procedural delays within the NASS support 

system accounted for the majority of applications to RST. There are many 

gaps in the system through which people are falling into destitution. The 

House of Commons Home Affairs Select Committee’s review of the asylum 

process published in January 2004 found that “NASS is under-resourced, 

has too few trained staff, and insufficient local knowledge”50.  

                                       
47 Scottish Executive 2004 Refugees and Asylum Seekers in Scotland: a Skills and 

Aspirations Audit 
49 Baumber 2003, The Problems of Refuge (unpublished manuscript) 
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Certain problems are attributable to human error, whereas other errors 

relate to procedural delays in the system - delays with ‘hard case’ 

applications and investigations into a dependent’s application being two 

examples. There is also evidence in the data of communication problems 

between NASS and other Home Office departments. The data pointed 

towards three underlying problems in the current provision, outlined in 

more detail below. 

 

6.2.1. Lack of an effective safety net 

The support system is failing to provide an adequate safety net to 

prevent people becoming destitute when problems or delays 

occur.  

 

Administrative and procedural support failures and circumstantial changes 

could affect anyone, but a person who is seeking asylum is very unlikely 

to have the resources to manage over these periods. The level of support 

that is provided through NASS makes it almost impossible for people to 

save and build up their own insurance against unforeseen circumstances51.  

In the context of current asylum policy, there is no effective safety 

net to support people when delays or unforeseen circumstances 

occur. 

 

Eligibility for NASS support is granted only when people have no other 

means to support themselves, therefore, if this support is cut they 

become by definition destitute. If people have not been provided with the 

means to resource themselves and are not permitted to work, they are 

left without legal ways in which to provide for their basic needs. 

Reinstating permission to work to people whilst they are claiming 

asylum would go a considerable way towards addressing problems 

of destitution for many people.  

 

NASS has procedures for providing emergency support to people when 

certain kinds of problems occur – for example, if there has been a 

problem in setting up a person’s regular support or if there are problems 

with an ARC card - but this is not available for every kind of delay or 

problem that a person might face. The data highlighted cases where 

people were often not entitled to emergency support, for example, when 

awaiting for a decision on hard case support.  

 

Where people did have an entitlement to emergency support, this was not 

always effective in preventing destitution because it takes five days before 

support tokens are delivered. The data showed that secondary errors in 

processing the requests sometimes occurred. People instead had to turn 

to RST for support. 

 

One caseworker noted that termination of support is always very quick but 

reinstatement of support after a mistake has been made always takes 

                                       
51 Although some of those be interviewed suggested that they had managed to save just a 

little each week. 
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much longer. There are procedures in place within NASS to make back 

payments to a person in cases where they admit a mistake has been 

made. Whilst this goes some way to compensating people, back 

payments are not an adequate mechanism for preventing them 

from becoming destitute in the first place. There is an urgent need 

for more effective safety nets. 

 

6.2.2. Struggling with changes in circumstances  

An analysis of the issues underlying administrative and procedural 

problems causing destitution and the many factors classified under 

circumstantial reasons reveals that the support system struggles to 

cope with the complexity of people’s lives and changes in a 

person’s circumstances. 

 

There have been positive steps put in place over the last four years 

including procedures for making maternity payments, procedures for 

supporting women who have suffered domestic abuse, and procedures for 

dealing with necessary changes to accommodation and support after 

incidents of racial harassment.   

 

There are, however, other instances where support problems can occur 

which have not been adequately addressed and which are highlighted by 

the data. If a person changes address, if family circumstances 

change, or if the status of one member of a family changes before 

the rest of his or her family members there can be problems with 

support and people become destitute. 

 

One issue identified by caseworkers, which has characterised problems is 

that the support functions and the decision-making functions are not 

always well calibrated. Problems with support also often occur when 

people are in transition from one stage in the process of applying for 

asylum to another, for example after a refusal or after someone has put in 

an appeal. 

 

6.2.3. Distant decision-making 

Decision-making on support for asylum seekers across the country is 

made in the NASS office in Croydon.  The lack of face-to-face contact 

means that cases that could be verified immediately are left instead to go 

through lengthy bureaucratic procedures. One stark example of this is 

presented in the case of Estella - case study 2 - when her identity was 

mistaken for that of a man from another country and as a consequence 

she was evicted from her home twice. The Government should put in 

place safeguard policies so that if mistakes occur, which are 

clearly administrative errors (such as Estella’s case – case study 

2), they can be swiftly rectified.  

 

Case-workers noted on the RST application forms instances where details 

have had to be faxed to NASS several times before a problem is 

addressed. In meetings during the course of this project, case-workers 

have explained further the difficulties in accessing the correct people 
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within NASS and the problems of trying to sort out issues when the NASS 

staff are in Croydon. They have noted some improvements more recently, 

however, particularly since the opening of the regional NASS office in 

Glasgow.  This research suggests that further regionalisation of 

NASS functions to the NASS Glasgow office and a more face-to-

face presence would significantly decrease destitution.  

 

One related factor that has accounted for a large number of applications 

to RST since September 2003 has been the decision to withdraw the right 

to register an in-country asylum claim at the NASS Glasgow office (other 

than for families with children or for people with exceptional 

circumstances).  

 

A briefing produced by the SRC urged the Government to “reconsider this 

decision and restore the facility to register an asylum claim in Scotland. 

This is something that takes five minutes and should not create a problem 

in terms of Home Office resources.”52 They highlight concern that the 

policy is sending a message to people that they are not welcome to claim 

asylum in Scotland, and suggest that the Scottish Parliament should 

address this in relation to Scotland’s responsibilities as part of the UK’s 

duties to provide refuge to people under the Refugee Convention. This is 

an important issue to pursue, but the implementation of Section 2 of the 

2004 Act, which makes it a crime for a person to enter the UK without 

valid ID documents, adds further complications. 

 

7.3. Mitigating the effects of destitution and poverty 

This section focuses more specifically on RST. First it considers how RST 

can target its grant-making as effectively as possible, drawing on the 

analysis of the factors at a personal level which influence destitution. It 

then explores how RST, alongside others, could address the factors that 

influence within the wider context, particularly those directly relating to 

organisations. 

 

6.3.1. Targeting grants 

The practical support provided by RST has done much to alleviate the 

effects of poverty and destitution. Destitution is in many ways 

indiscriminate, but people are sometimes more or less able to cope with 

the situations they find themselves in, as outlined in chapter 5. The 

research highlighted specific circumstances in which women might be 

particularly vulnerable, and other instances where men experience 

particular hardship. Those with mental health needs were shown to be 

particularly vulnerable to destitution and to a spiral of continuing 

destitution. People who had fewer language skills and less local knowledge 

were also at a disadvantage. The case studies also revealed that older 

people were not as well supported under statutory entitlements as 

children. RST should continue to target its grants towards to 

individuals who are particularly vulnerable to destitution. It 

                                       
52 SRC 2003 ‘Briefing: Changes to the right to claim asylum in Scotland’ 
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should refine grant application forms and highlight these priorities 

clearly in revised grant guidelines to enable this. 

 

To date, RST has generally managed to raise enough funds to meet the 

demand of those applying. A major consideration now is about increasing 

‘coverage’ to ensure that those in need are able to access funding, and 

specifying more detailed criteria to assess those who are applying. A full 

mapping exercise of organisations working in the field has been out with 

the remit of this research, but some issues that arose during the process 

of conducting the research included: 

• The need to make sure that smaller drop-in centres and community 

organisations are aware of RST and its grant-guidelines.  

• The possibility for exploring contacts with other mainstream or 

specialist organisations working with certain groups of people seeking 

refuge who are particularly vulnerable, for example, those with mental 

health needs or who have experienced racial harassment or domestic 

violence.  

Another key issue for consideration is the length of time people can 

remain without support. Information about repeat applications from the 

database (see annex 2 for details), alongside the detail of the case 

studies, indicate that the 2 week period for which RST provides grants is 

in many instances not sufficient for certain kinds of problems to be fully 

resolved, for example, those awaiting a decision from the Tribunal on an 

‘out of time’ appeal or others awaiting ‘hard case’ support. Some people 

have to wait for months. RST should use the database and case study 

evidence as a guide to considering longer grant periods in certain 

cases. 

 

6.3.2. Collaborating for effective support and advocacy 

Since the dispersal of asylum seekers to Glasgow, there have been 

significant developments to build collaboration between different sectors 

at regional levels. SRIF provided the opportunity for developing 

implementation strategy at a Scottish national level.  

 

Building on this, there needs to be effective co-ordination across the 

voluntary and public sectors to address destitution effectively. Destitution 

is directly at odds with the aim of integration. The Scottish Executive 

and local authorities need to work together to safeguard 

Scotland’s role in welcoming those who come to seek asylum, and 

ensure people are given adequate support and not left destitute. 

This is in line with one of the SRIF action points: 

“There is a need to emphasise Scotland’s role as a multi-cultural and 

advanced nation, built on diversity change and immigration, with 

social responsibility and a proven record in welcoming newcomers an 

providing safe haven.” (SRIF Supporting Document p10) 

The case studies have shown that people often rely more on informal 

support networks rather than on organisations. These informal support 

networks provide both material and emotional support. Refugee support 
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organisations should consider their roles and explore ways in 

which they can further support the emotional as well as material 

needs of people seeking asylum. In addition they may wish to explore 

how they can support informal networks of support, which are often 

under-resourced. 

 

The SRIF action plan has also noted that there is  “a lack of independent 

advocacy for refugees”53. Refugee support organisations have a 

critical role to play in challenging negative understandings of 

people seeking asylum, which are based on fear, and should 

continually assert that they are treated foremost as people 

seeking protection before being counted as another statistical 

unit. As an independent humanitarian organisation RST is well-placed to 

take forward this advocacy role.  

 

 

                                       
53 Scottish Executive 2002 SRIF Action Plan Support Document (p13) 
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Chapter 8. Recommendations  

 

The key recommendation of this research is to establish a Scottish 

regional service user forum to include all stakeholders mentioned 

below, alongside local authorities, funding agencies, voluntary and 
statutory organisations and refugee representatives.  Its role 

would be to support an effective regional service, which addresses 

issues of destitution. This could be a pilot scheme for a similar 

national UK forum. 

 

8.1. To the Refugee Survival Trust 

 

7.1.1   Share experience on grant-making and work more strategically 

with other organisations to alleviate destitution of people who have come 

to seek refuge in the UK, including those whose claims have been 

rejected. 

 

7.1.2   Establish a wider range of contacts with statutory and voluntary 

organisations, including smaller drop-in centres and community 

organisations, to increase access to people who are less well linked into 

the larger support agencies. Prioritise contact with specialist organisations 

providing services to particularly vulnerable groups of people, for 

example, those with mental health needs or those who have experienced 

domestic violence. 

 

7.1.3  Revise RST’s grant guidelines to enable grants to be provided for 

longer periods in certain circumstances when all necessary steps are being 

taken to solve a problem but there are unprecedented delays. 

 

7.1.4  Expand RST’s grant guidelines to take account of the issues of 

domestic violence, or racial harassment, or mental health or other special 

needs, and to include those whose claims have been rejected. 

 

7.1.5  Revise grant application forms to ensure that information provided 

is comprehensive and clearly details the application reasons to assist in 

informed decision-making.  

 

7.1.6  Review and enhance the means of communication used to inform 

those seeking refuge and the agencies working with them of precisely 

what RST can provide and how it can be accessed.  This might include 

providing a guide for clients available in a number of languages. 
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8.2. To the Home Office Immigration and Nationality 

Directorate  

 

7.2.1  Ensure that NASS is sufficiently resourced to provide an adequate 

support service to people seeking asylum and those working with them54  

 

7.2.2 Ensure NASS takes on specific responsibilities for providing an 

effective safety net to support people when delays or unforeseen 

circumstances occur, as has recently been established in the case of 

people experiencing domestic abuse. 

 

7.2.3  Develop further the welcome moves to greater regionalisation by 

allowing more assessment and decision-making powers to be delegated to 

the NASS office in Glasgow, including the administration of ESTs.  

   

7.2.4.  Establish procedures to improve communications both within the 

IND - between NASS and the ICD - and with other government 

departments including the Department for Work and Pensions and the 

Department of Constitutional Affairs to ensure that people are not left 

without support unnecessarily. 

 

7.2.5  Improve initial decision making on asylum claims so that people 

are not relying on support for longer than is necessary.55 

 

7.2.6. Reinstate the facility for single people and those without children to 

register a claim for asylum in Scotland. 

 

7.2.7. Ensure NASS is transparent about departmental roles and 

responsibilities to ensure accountability, and to enable support 

organisations to make effective use of their service. 

 

8.3. To Support Organisations 

 

7.3.1  Engage strategically with NASS on all aspects of refugee support 

with the aim of eliminating the funding interventions which refugee 

support organisations are being forced to provide  

 

7.3.2  Continue to work collectively with all relevant organisations UK 

wide, to challenge policies which induce destitution 

 

7.3.3  Engage with legal representatives and bodies to ensure that they 

are fully aware of the problems that can occur in support arrangements at 

                                       
54 As recommended in the Home Affairs Select Committee review of the asylum process in 
January 2004. 
55 “We support the calls for greater ‘front loading’ of the applications system, that is, 

putting greater resources into achieving fair and sustainable decisions at an early 
stage..” Home Affairs Select Committee Report (p3). 
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different stages of the asylum process and can work effectively to avoid 

these. 

  

7.3.4  Identify and develop informal networks of local people and 

agencies who can give additional assistance and support to those seeking 

asylum. 

 

8.4. To the Scottish Parliament and the Scottish 

Executive 

 

7.4.1 Ensure that all possible measures are taken to prevent destitution 

of people seeking asylum and safeguard positive integration in Scotland 

(in line with SRIF action plan on role in welcoming people seeking asylum)  

 

7.4.2  Explore ways in which support can be provided to local authorities 

and other statutory and voluntary agencies in addressing current 

problems of destitution amongst people seeking asylum in Scottish cities. 

 

7.4.3  Continue to highlight and raise awareness amongst the public and 

political bodies that people seeking refuge are a resource to Scotland and 

should be welcomed. 

 

8.5. To the UK Government 

 

7.5.1  Retain the commitment to provide refuge to people in line with the 

1951 UN Convention on Refugees and Article 3 of the European Human 

Rights Act, and the principles of protection which underlie these. 

 

7.5.2  Introduce policies to quickly rectify mistakes in the asylum process 

which are clearly administrative errors, and prevent people from becoming 

needlessly destitute. 

 

7.5.3 Reinstate permission to work for people whilst their asylum claims 

are being considered. 
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Part IV: 

Case Studies 

 

 
The 20 case studies that follow have formed a substantial part of the 

research process. They provide an opportunity to listen to the voices of 

people themselves describing their experiences of destitution. In a 

prevailing culture where people seeking asylum are more often discussed 

as statistics than as individuals with stories, these voices are particularly 

important.  

 

Half of the case studies are from people who had received grants from the 

Refugee Survival Trust, although some people had forgotten this or did 

not realise it was RST who had provided the grants. It is evident that 

some people were not clearly informed about the roles organisations could 

play for them and so expectations of help were greater than what could be 

provided. It is understandable in such situations that people are more 

concerned about the support itself rather than the origin of that support. 

 

Several of the case studies illustrate people’s confusion about the asylum 

process in the UK and their position in it. Language and cultural 

knowledge also play a key role in understanding situations, and it is clear 

that misunderstandings can and do arise easily, both on the part of the 

person seeking asylum but also on the part of the support organisation. 

Where caseworkers have been available and it has been pertinent to the 

understanding of the case, technical advice has been sought. 

 

The primary purpose of the case studies is to present people’s own 

understandings of their experiences.  
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Case Study 1 Murat family, Turkey 

“Every day I go and they say, “Just wait.”” 

 

Hulya was working as a shop assistant in Turkey and Kerim, her husband, 

as a plumber before they came to the UK. They arrived in London in 

September 2002 and were there for two months before being dispersed to 

Glasgow. They live with their two youngest children. There have been a 

series of problems for both Kerim and Hulya, which have left the family 

destitute. 

 

Hulya and the two children were granted leave to remain. Kerim had a 

separate asylum claim and was also granted a positive decision, but some 

months later he received a letter contradicting this and saying that his 

asylum application had been refused. Their lawyer and the SRC contacted 

NASS and the Home Office. They agreed there had been a mistake but 

Kerim was told to wait.  

 

Since Kerim received the refusal letter his support has stopped. He went 

to a support organisation about the conflicting letters. Language and 

interpreting issues led to misunderstandings which only became clear at 

end of appointment. Kerim felt that the case worker had been angry and 

that he had been ignored. The case worker advised him that he needed to 

talk to his solicitor, but Kerim was disappointed that they could not help 

him.  

 

Kerim felt very frustrated about what has happened and said that he does 

not feel welcome in this country any more: “All these things are going on 

too long…I worry about everything. I sit in the house all day, worry and 

drink tea and smoke cigarettes”. It has also effected his experiences of 

college: “At college I couldn’t concentrate because I was thinking about 

my problems too much.” 

 
The whole family were relying on the NASS support for Hulya and their 

two children until this also ended at the beginning of August 2004 when 

they got leave to remain. Their problems did not end here though. The 

family have had further hardship as they have tried to access benefits. 

There was a mix-up between two Job Centres about where Hulya should 

go for support. It was not until September that Hulya received any 

benefits, but even then she received only £23 benefit for herself. She has 

not been able to backdate her payments for the week’s payments she has 

lost because the Job Centre said she didn’t make her application within 28 

days. Hulya is disputing this and wanted to find a lawyer to appeal. 

 

Meanwhile, there are still problems in accessing any benefits for the two 

children56. The family are currently struggling to manage on a single 

                                       
56 Recent changes in child benefit and child tax credit payment systems have caused 
problems for many asylum seekers because of the need for a National Insurance Number. 

There have been significant delays in these being sent out to people who have been 
granted leave to remain. Since April 2004 people seeking asylum should have received a 

National Insurance number at their substantive interview. 
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person’s benefits which is clearly not enough. Hulya explains, “My 

children, if they want to go somewhere I can’t take them, if they want 

something I can’t buy it for them. There is no money for school, or food, 

or bus passes.” She has become very frustrated at all the problems: “I’m 

very, very tired…very, very angry”. 

 

Language has been a problem for the family in trying to navigate the 

different support systems. Hulya explained, “I don’t speak 

English…everything is a problem. I couldn’t ask anybody, I could only ask 

through the interpreters”. She said that she had to pay for her own 

interpreter at the Job Centre after she was told that an interpreter was 

“not available”. Their eldest daughter sometimes acts as an interpreter for 

her parents, but this causes further tensions within the family. 

 

A local drop in has been able to give them some support, but they have 

not been to seek help from any larger organisations. They have made 

friends with other Turkish people living in same block and have also met 

people through college.   

 

The family now want to get on with their life here but instead are still 

waiting for clarity on Kerim’s status and for the problems with accessing 

benefits to be resolved. Hulya is frustrated:  “I want to work, go to college 

… for two years I’ve had to sit at home”. 

 

 

LINKS: 

• Causes: administrative errors within NASS and processing delays at the 

Job Centre (section 3.1.) 

• Effects: lack of secure access to food (4.2.); anxiety and stress (4.3.1); 

deprived of choice (4.4); family tensions (4.6.1) 

• Influencing factors: language and interpreting issues (5.3); 

organisational influences (5.6) 
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Case Study 2. Estella (43) Democratic Republic of 

Congo (DRC) 

“I don’t know what’s going on, every day I don’t 

know.”  

 

Estella was a housewife in DRC57 before she came to the UK in October 

2002. Her case was confused with that of another man: she has received 

letters from NASS referring to this person who comes from a totally 

different country. This has created serious problems for Estella. 

“They thought I was a man from Sudan, they accused me of being a 

member of a political party in Sudan, but I am from DRC.” 

In May 2003 she got a letter saying that her asylum had been refused and 

in October her support was cut for the first time. The reasons on the 

refusal letter had been confused with the other man’s case. She was made 

to leave her house in December 2003. This was a very traumatic 

experience: “The first time the sheriff’s officer came I collapsed. An 

ambulance came, I went to hospital…”   

 

Estella was left without support for 6 months until they managed to sort 

out the problems. Then after a second refusal her case went to Statutory 

Review, but again the mistakes about her country and gender continued. 

In June 2004 her case went to Judicial Review but during this time she 

was evicted again.  

“During the Judicial review they came, they changed the key [and] 

they said “you can go now, NASS can’t pay your house anymore”.   

“When [the Sheriff’s officers] arrived my stomach was very painful. 

They didn’t say anything, just changed the locks and let me out.” 

“Then they gave back the house… But, after one month they cut my 

support again. They said your case is finished now - you can go back 

to your own country.... Then they said they had made a mistake 

again.” 

Each time after she has been wrongly evicted she has been returned to 

the same house. Sometimes she feels happy about it:  

“I feel safe in this house. It’s quiet, I feel good here, not like the high 

rises. One neighbour downstairs is very friendly - told me to knock 

on his door if I needed anything. I haven’t asked him for anything, 

but it’s good to know he’s there.” 

But as a result of her experiences, Estella has mixed feelings about her 

house - other times she feels afraid: “Sometimes I don’t want to come 

into the house because I’m scared, I don’t know why…”  Estella suffers 

                                       
57 The interviewee requested that the country be changed. All countries referred to in this 

case study have been altered. 
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from stress and depression and is on medication for these. She explains 

her feelings and describes some of her experiences. 

“Since my support was first cut I can’t sleep at night because of 

worrying I can’t eat. When you’re so stressed it’s difficult even to 

walk [to go out and ask for help]… Sometimes I don’t want to see 

people because I don’t feel so good.” 

“I’m forgetful and distracted. It’s difficult to concentrate. I cross the 

roads with the red man, put things on to cook and forget them until 

the alarm goes off…I’m like a crazy person. I cry all the time.” 

 “When you have no money you can’t do anything, you have to ask 

your friend for everything…When I had money I was ok – I was still 

thinking about my future, but at least I had a house. It changes 

everything when you don’t have a house.”  

Estella has also not been able to go to college since her support was cut. 

A letter about a college transfer came to her house during the time she 

was evicted. Before that she had enjoyed studying and meeting people 

through classes at the YMCA: “There were many people there, I talked & 

laughed with people in my class… Now I have no contact with people. I 

can’t go to college because I have no money.” 

 

Estella has had minimal support from organisations. She had two weeks 

support through the SRC from the RST and she said that NASS brought 

food for Christmas. She did not access any drop-ins. She has no other 

family in the UK. One friend has been her main source of support over the 
times she has been destitute.  

“I didn’t try to go to organisations, I just went to my friend…I arrived 

with her. She has status and permission to work. When they sent me 

away from my house I stayed with her. She helped me when I had 

no support.”  

The confusions about Estella’s case have continued and these have left 

her uncertain about what will happen next. 

“Two weeks ago I got a letter saying my case is finished… Today I 

got a letter saying I must make a fresh application. Today I don’t feel 

so bad because they said I can start a new application, but I don’t 

know….” 

LINKS: 

• Causes: administrative errors (section 3.1) 

• Effects: homelessness (4.1); mental health (4.3); interruption of 

college attendance (4.5) 

• Influences: health and well-being (5.2) 
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Case Study 3. Rafiq (20) Iraq 

“…a clerical mistake – this is the way they explained 

it… that’s why they’re reinstating my 

support…Possibly a mistake happens once, why 

twice?” 

 

 

Rafiq is from Iraq. Before coming to the UK with his family he was staying 

in Saudi Arabia where his father worked in a radio station broadcasting 

views against the Saddam regime. His family had to flee and they came to 

the UK in July 2002.  

 

When they arrived Rafiq had to put in a separate claim from his parents. 

Although he was not yet 18, the officials thought he looked 18 and his 

date of birth had been recorded as 1 Jan instead of his actual August birth 

date.  

  

Rafiq and his brother both had first refusals in April and they both lost 

their support: “I think it was because we did not receive any reasons for 

the refusal, so by the time the lawyer had requested these papers with 

the reasons, NASS refused for the first time.” 

 

Rafiq received his second refusal in September although the date of 

refusal was given as 1 August. He is the only one in his family to have 

received this second refusal. His benefit was cut again and he has been 

threatened with eviction from his home. Rafiq has still never been to 

court. 

“The lawyer said I can’t be refused again unless you go to court. I 

did not go to court. It looks like sometimes they send lots of papers 

– sometimes it’s messed up, so I don’t know what’s going on.”  

"This time we received a notice that they have made a clerical 

mistake – this is the way they explained it… that’s why they’re 

reinstating my support…. possibly a mistake happens once, why 

twice? Do they really care, do they really not care?”  

The cut in Rafiq’s support impacts on the whole family, as their total 

income has been cut, although RST grants have given some help each of 

the times Rafiq has been left with no support. In addition to the practical 

impacts, the stress and uncertainty of his situation has also been shared 

by his parents. 

“For my parents they’ve seen a lot. …most of my father’s life he was 

being careful and not trusting anyone …and when he came here he 

thought, ‘We have survived. We’re going to live a normal life.’ But 

here, it’s not pretty much normal. Most of his life was trying to 

protect me and my mother, my brother and then he gets a letter  - 

we’re going to take him out of the house and take the benefits away 

from him. So, it’s really frustrating for him.” 
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When we spoke about hardship and poverty Rafiq immediately put his 

experiences here in the context of experiences immediately before coming 

to the UK or what he fears would happen if he returned to Iraq. 

“Well, the thing is for that question I have to compare with before I 

came to the UK, before I came I was going to die if I didn’t come 

here... Human Rights Watch and Amnesty intervened in our case in 

Saudi Arabia. That’s how they told the Saudis somehow to send us 

here. So, when I came here, yes, I was given a house, definitely 

safety that’s the important thing…you can’t say we’re totally poor.” 

Rafiq has received grants from the RST each of the times his support was 

cut. He described how important they had been: 

“It gives hope to me…you have no income, it’s possible they’ll take 

you out of the house…[but] you have something to keep your hope 

up for sometime until possibly the problem is solved… The last time it 

was about 4 weeks until we managed to get the support reinstated…. 

I got the support from the Survival Trust, but if I did not have any 

income or any support that would effect us really badly.” 

Rafiq describes the effects of the waiting and uncertainty about his future: 

“This experience gets harder day by day. Having your benefits cut, 

the possibility to get thrown out of the house. …As closer you get to 

the deadline you feel it’s hardest, everything is getting closer to you. 

You feel like you’re getting squeezed.”  

“When I see the TV or the news. I say, ‘thank God I’m here’. But am 

I staying here? Are they considering me? What’s going on? I really 

don’t know. That really makes me have difficulties… I feel frustrated, 

angry … It makes you feel tired, really makes you feel tired. 

Everything is foggy in the future. I cannot see through. I don’t know 

what’s going on; what’s going to happen.” 

Waiting has been especially confusing for Rafiq and his family as they 

have seen the other two families they were extradited from Saudi Arabia 

together with, be given positive decisions. 

 “I’ve been waiting here for two years for an answer from the Home 

Office, although I see the same two families who came with us for 

the same reason, on the same plane they came – they got an 

answer…so we thought ok, we’ll get one tomorrow, next month, 

another week? It’s now two years.” 
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Rafiq is now waiting to hear if NASS will reinstate his support. He reflects 

on one thing which could have made his experiences easier. 

“Having this problem, uncertainty from the benefits side. The one law 

if it was changed is going to make a lot of suffering eased for a lot of 

families, is to make the provision to work given to asylum seekers as 

it was. It’s going to make a lot of difference in their lives. This is the 

important thing.” 

 

 

LINKS: 

• Causes: administrative errors and procedural delays (3.1) 

• Effects: anxiety and stress (4.3.1); impact on family (4.6) 

• Influences: family connections (5.4.1); withdrawal of permission to 

work (5.5.1); organisational influences (5.6). 
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Case Study 4. Maja (53) Monte-Negro 

“Every time I ask they say there is a system. You 

have to wait. How can you wait without money, 

without a house?” 

 

 

Maja had been working as a physics teacher before coming to the UK. She 

arrived in January 2003 with her adult son who is her dependent and 

came to Glasgow in April 2004. In May 2004 her support was stopped 

because of a refusal. Her lawyer applied to the Tribunal for right to 

appeal, but NASS do not resume support until they hear the outcome.  

“After one week in Glasgow, I received a NASS letter saying “Your 

case has been exhausted, you did not apply to the judge and you 

have to leave the country.”  

This was confusing because she had not been to an initial hearing. Whilst 

she was in London, the letter for her initial hearing was sent to the wrong 

address. Neither she nor her solicitor heard about it. 

“When the support stopped in Glasgow, I asked them to check their 

records and give me a list of addresses. I compared this with the list 

from the lawyer and they had them all. So, they made a mistake.” 

Her lawyer made an application to the Tribunal to put in an appeal, 

illustrating the mistakes that had been made. They had heard nothing by 

June so the lawyer sent another letter and informed them that Maja was 

destitute. 

“At first the Home Office IND said I could go and access EA support, 

but a few weeks later they sent back another letter saying they had 

been wrong… Another letter came from the Department for 

Constitutional Affairs saying they would consider my case in the week 

beginning 19 July, but they still haven’t started my support.” 

Maja was in the middle of health treatment at a hospital in London when 

she was dispersed: “I asked them to extend the time in London. …The 

doctor wrote to NASS to ask that I finish investigations… They told me I 

had cancer at that time but the HO told me either to go to Glasgow or my 

country. …I went to NASS in Glasgow…They tried to help but the decision 

is not here.” 

 

In Glasgow, with no support, Maja has relied on the help of various 

organisations and individuals. She describes how she has managed. 
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“The SRC have been very, very helpful. They have explained 

everything to me. They’ve asked NASS Glasgow and Croydon and the 

HO about my case. I’ve had money twice from the RST for 4 weeks. 

Then I was told, no, they couldn’t give me any more. I asked the 

church - they could help me but not every week… Positive Action in 

Housing gave me £50 once. They took my details and said that if 

they evict me they can give me some temporary accommodation. 

But they have no money to give and no food, just a room and a bed 

for 3-5 weeks. 

“I survived but now I don’t know how long it can go on… People in 

the Catholic church have given money one or two times. They are 

not in a rich church, just a small church. They can’t give money too 

much…but ladies from the church also come and give money from 

their pocket.” 

Maja has received various kinds of support from people in the local 

community as well as small amounts of money and food. People in her 

church have also given practical guidance on live in Glasgow, emotional 

and spiritual support and even been able to help her link to further legal 

support for her case.  

“They have…supported me mentally to integrate and be hopeful for 

my future. They told me about the shops to help me find the cheap 

foods. …I also told the Priest about my situation. Every week he 

encouraged me and he prayed for me. 

“A friend from the church put me in touch with a housing solicitor. 

She spoke to a Councillor and they deferred the Sheriff Court 

hearing… The solicitor told me that she has to speak again to defer 

the court. She said, “If I can’t then I will come to the court with you.” 

There is no defence…but she said she will go with me for the case as 

a representative to explain that we have letters from the Tribunal.” 

She has also found help from people in the local library: “The members of 

the library …[also] tried to give me addresses for places to go to find help. 

They told me to go to the MP. They encouraged me also to help me pass 

exams, to work hard and be patient and be quiet and hope in the future…I 

appreciate their help for me. They’ve done what they could.” 

 

Maja sees the focus of her problems being with the Home Office. She 

concludes with some reflections on how they have dealt with her case. 

“In Glasgow people have helped, but my problems are from the 

Home Office in Croydon. This bureaucracy has caused very strong 

problems for my mind and health. 
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“This problem happened to me, not to everybody, but it could 

happen to anybody. Maybe the person working at the computer was 

not perfect. Not everyone is perfect… I’m hopeful to have again 

permission, but I don’t know… Every time I ask they say there is a 

system. You have to wait. But how can you wait without money, 

without a house?” 

NASS did not resume Maja’s support until they heard the outcome from 

the Tribunal 5 months later. 

 

 

 

LINKS:  

• Causes: administrative errors (3.1) 

• Effects: anxiety and stress (4.3); lack of secure access to food (4.2) 

• Influences: cross-cultual adaptation (5.3.2); connection with shared 

religious group (5.4.2); organisational influences (5.6) 
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Case Study 5. Suzanne (20) Burundi 

“They just told me to go and try to find a way to 

live. That’s not fair. That’s not fair at all.” 

 

Suzanne was a school student in Burundi before coming to the Scotland in 

August 2003. She stayed in emergency accommodation for 9 months, 

before receiving a negative Section 55 decision in May 2004. 

“I had to move out of the second hotel in May 2004. … I had to leave 

because they couldn’t give me any support and they couldn’t give me 

a house….By that time I couldn’t do anything. I just had to move my 

things from the hotel and try to go somewhere”.  

“So I had to move to my friend’s house… It was really uncomfortable 

because she has a studio. But I didn’t have any choice…  She wasn’t 

supposed to take me in her house because it was a NASS house….We 

were surviving, with my friend, because she was getting money from 

NASS, but only £30 a week for two of us. It was really hard. It was 

really hard. I stayed there for one month and a half, almost 2 

months.” 

Suzanne had to stop going to college when her support was cut: “I 

stopped because I couldn’t get money for the bus. I couldn’t get all that 

so I just had to stay home. I couldn’t get my certificate.”  

 

She was angry and frustrated with the Section 55 decision on her support 

and confused about the decision-making process.  

“When I did my first interview about the housing and everything, the 

NASS thing, they just told me that I couldn’t get a house, because … 
they didn’t trust what I said to them. But that was the things that 

happened to me. I couldn’t lie or say something else. That was the 

truth I was telling them. But they just didn’t listen. Because I told 

them what happened to me in my country. They don’ t have any 

right to tell me they don’t believe me – they weren’t there.” 

“In the hotel there were two sisters. They had the same story, but 

they believed one of them and they refused one of them. It doesn’t 

make sense. That’s what I don’t understand.”  

She was also angry that support organisations were not able to give her 

more help. 

“…they couldn’t do anything for me, so I didn’t appreciate that at all. 

I wasn’t getting any money. I wasn’t able to work because I didn’t 

have a National Insurance number. I couldn’t do anything. That’s not 

fair. That’s not fair at all." 

Suzanne was granted leave to remain in September 2004 and now has 

her own accommodation. She got her house within 2 weeks, but she has 

not been able to access mainstream benefits. She has however managed 
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to find some casual work and feels supported by friends, so is not having 

the same difficulties as before her decision came through.  

“I’m still waiting for my payment because they had to get some 

details from the [Scottish] Refugee Council, some information. …I’m 

just trying to survive you know. Now I have got a lot of friends and 

sometimes I work part time like one day job, two days, while my 

claim is still in process. Waitressing, sales assistant anything… 

She is happy about her situation now and is making plans for the future. 

She’s hoping to finish her Business Management course and then go to 

university: “You know, for the first day it was really hard for me…. I’m 

feeling well. I’m feeling released from all that, because I was very 

stressed out at that time….“Now I’m going to college, I have my house. 

I’m trying to survive like anybody here. Things are better now.” 

 

 

 

LINKS: 

 

• Causes: policy induced causes (3.2) 

• Effects: homelessness (4.1); lack of secure access to food (4.2); 

interruption of college attendance (4.5); impact on friends (4.6) 

• Influences: organisational influences (5.6). 
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Case Study 6. Jamal (32) Sudan 

“I come from my country to here because I won’t be 

safe in my country... If you give me a flat and I’m 

not safe, what’s the point?” 

 

Jamal came to the UK in February 2000. He used to work in a bank in 

Sudan and has a degree in Public Relations. He was homeless for several 

months after first moving to Edinburgh from England. For the first few 

weeks he sometimes found shelter in the mosque or a church, but also 

slept on the street. During this time he was visiting the Council’s housing 

office and the SRC. 

“I came to the housing department, because…I was homeless. The 

woman said to me  “I’m not going to give you a flat.” I came [the 

next day], and the guy said to me, “No, I’m not going to give you a 

flat.” I don’t know his name, but I can remember his face very well.” 

After a few weeks the SRC helped him to access a hostel and he stayed 

there for about 6 months. The Council offered him a flat after he had been 

in the hostel a month, but the first time he went to visit he was attacked 

by a gang. 

“Three people stabbed me and tried to push me [saying], “What are 

you doing here? Black…blah blah blah” - something that’s not nice to 

say”. He went back to the housing department and said, ““I don’t 

need this flat…I come from my country to here because I won’t be 

safe in my country, I have a problem in my country. If you give me a 

flat and I’m not safe, what’s the point?” I gave them the keys and 

came back to the hostel.”  

Jamal had also been attacked whilst sleeping on the streets and in the 

hostel he was subjected to racist abuse: “Some people every day were 

shouting, “What are you doing here? Why did you come to Scotland?”” … 

“You get the same money like us, you get benefit. You shouldn’t get it.” ”  

 

Eventually he moved to stay with a friend he had met in the mosque and 

at this time someone [in ASRU] told him of the possibility of getting a 

private shared flat.  

 

As well as experiencing homelessness, Jamal was also unable to access 

support when he first arrived: “I wrote to the DSS to change my book… 

and they ask[ed] me “Where is your address?” …I didn’t have an address 

here.” 

 

Jamal was without support again for a few weeks after he had a refusal on 

his asylum case. It took some time for this to be reinstated. Jamal 

describes how he was bounced between organisations: 

“I remember one day my benefit stopped and I went [to the housing 

office] and they said, “Oh, go back to the [Scottish] Refugee 
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Council.”  The [Scottish] Refugee Council sent me here and they sent 

me to the [Scottish] Refugee Council…nearly for 2 weeks or 3 

weeks.” 

Other people in the Sudanese community have been an important source 

of support: 

“Some people have been here for a long time you know…When I say 

I’m from Sudan, they say… “if you need help just come”. …Somebody 

from my country… who speaks the same language, we are the same 

religion, we understand, you know...even a non-Muslim.” 

Jamal has now been waiting for a decision for five years. He has no 

certainty about his future, has not been able to travel and has been 

separated from the rest of his family. This has also had impacts on his 

health. 

“I used to go to the psychologist, every month. I used to have a 

problem with sleeping, eating… every day like I’ve been staying like 

this…thinking of my family, thinking of my case, thinking of the 

court…there are many, many problems… You’ve got a lot of things 

you can’t control… a lot of things in your mind.  

“When you hear about an issue with your family… and you don’t 

know what will happen - you feel like…sick, very ill. I used to have a 

job, I used to have a good life, a nice life and suddenly you know… 

suddenly you’re running, you find yourself away from home, from 

everything, father, sister, brother, friends…And you came here to 

something completely different. 

“It’s a big jail … You can’t go anywhere…[If your] mum died, [your] 

father died, you can’t do nothing. You just have to cry.” 

Jamal does currently have a house and support, but he is still awaiting a 

decision on his case. His lawyer is currently applying to take it to the 

European Court on Human Rights grounds. 

 

LINKS: 

 

• Causes: circumstantial (3.3) 

• Effects: homelessness (4.1); lack of secure access to food (4.2); 
mental health effects (4.3) 

• Influences: racism (5.4.3); organisational influences (5.6); gender 

(5.1.1). 
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Case Study 7. Nura (~40) Somalia 

“I don’t know how I’ll manage” 

 

Nura worked as a tailor in Somalia before coming to Britain. She arrived in 

London in November 2002 with her adult son and young daughter. Nura 

and her son were advised to claim asylum separately, and after two days 

the family was dispersed to Glasgow.  

 

Nura stayed in the YMCA for 6 months, then was given a flat of her own 

with her daughter. She started going to college last year, studying English 

and cookery.  

 

Her son received leave to remain in the UK. Six months after this, Nura 

received a letter of refusal. She appealed against this decision, but to no 

avail: at the beginning of September 2004 she received a second refusal 

and an eviction notice. Since then she has had no support. 

“They sent three identical letters one after another saying you have 

to be out of your house. They told me my application has come to an 

end. I have to be out of the house on the 16th of last month. Some 

people came in, one from NASS and one from Home Office, and told 

me to hurry up and see my lawyer or the YMCA or SRC.” 

Nura’s lawyer has advised her to stay in the flat and fight the refusal, but 
this does not ease her worries and uncertainties about the future: “I am 

worried - I sit with worries all day. They are telling me I have to be out of 

flat but my lawyer is saying just stay we’ll fight it.”  

 

She is also concerned about her teenage daughter, who she says has been 

refused entry to the local school: 

“I don’t know why she can’t go to school, they didn’t tell me why not. 

Someone asked for me and was told it was because they didn’t have 

details/ID about the child. I had to go to my lawyer, to get a letter to 

prove that my child is legal and able to stay here” 

Another cause of concern for Nura is her own health, which has 

deteriorated since receiving her eviction notice: “I am sick; the day I was 

told I had to leave my house I collapsed, I didn’t know even where I was. 

I was unconscious and my child phoned the neighbours who came to 

help.” 

 

Worry about her daughter being left alone in the house has also stopped 

her from receiving appropriate health care: “Someone came so I could be 

released from hospital. They wanted to keep me in but I didn’t want to be 

there because of my child being at home. I was given pills to help me 

relax.”. 
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Nura has been trying to find help from various agencies – she received a 

grant from RST for 2 weeks - but her situation remains basically 

unchanged: 

“At the moment I am running here and there – to the Church 

Minister, social work, the SRC, the lawyer. The Church Minister was 

able to give me some money to buy food. SRC said able to support 

me for 2 weeks but then after that nothing. I don’t know how I’ll 

manage.” 

Language is major barrier which makes it difficult for Nura to understand 

what is happening to her, access help or ensure her lawyer is doing the 

best for her. She relies on friends to translate for her, since professional 

interpreters have often not been provided: 

“People from social services often come without interpreter. The two 

people who came from NASS and the Home Office, to tell me I had to 

go away from my house, they did not have an interpreter. The first 

time I went to the lawyer an interpreter was not even there. Now I 

take someone with me just in case, even if the lawyer says an 

interpreter is booked.” 

Nura’s son used to support her as much as he could, but new family 

tensions have changed this. She gets some help from friends and 

neighbours, but none of them can change the fact that she could soon be 

homeless, with a young daughter to care for, in city where she doesn’t 

understand the language. 

“I used to get support from my son when he was single, he used to 

come every week. But now he has girlfriend who stops me contacting 

him and says he can’t solve my problems.” 

“I have managed to get help from friends giving me food, and I have 

the neighbours. Apart from that there is a friend of my son who I go 

to or they come here if I am in pain or need help. They wouldn’t be 

able to help me if I am evicted though because they are supported 

and aren’t allowed to support anyone else.” 

 

LINKS: 

• Causes: policy induced (3.2) 

• Effects: homelessness (4.1); anxiety and stress (4.3.1) 

• Influences: language problems (5.3.1); organisational influences (5.6) 
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Case Study 8. Rasha (39) Algeria 

“They cut all our money. I don’t know what will 

happen. It’s a very difficult situation…. We don’t 

know about our present or our future.” 

 

Rasha was working as a teacher and her husband in a bank in Algeria. 

They were forced to leave their home in fear of their lives and arrived in 

the UK in 2000. They came first to London where they claimed asylum and 

then to Glasgow in November 2000.   

“For the first year it was ok for us – we were saved. We had escaped 

and the Government protected us - we were secure. We weren’t 

worried…but we just had a problem with being strangers…being 

isolated - no friends or family…We missed our parents. 

When they first moved in to their flat in Sighthill they were harassed by 

young boys in the neighbourhood knocking on their door. One boy tricked 

her out of money, until an old lady who lived near by told her not to trust 

any of them.  

“It is very difficult for people who come here for the first time and 

don’t know the language… We had a lot of problems when we came 

here with the Scottish people. I think ours was the first family that 

came here… After that, when a lot of people came, it got better. 

“Two years after we claimed asylum we got our first refusal. We 

appealed. Then after six months/a year we got our second refusal. 

Then they forgot about us, until in September last year we got a 

letter saying our file was closed, there was no chance to go to the 

High Court. Our solicitor advised us just to stay at home… Then we 

got a letter saying we have to leave this house.”  

Rasha has had problems with depression. Her anxieties since arriving in 

the UK have built on trauma she suffered in Algeria. After experiencing 

the initial relief from being in a safe place she suffered from depression – 
from feeling isolated, being worried about her family, and having 

flashbacks to experiences in Algeria. 

“The first month after I came here my father died in Algeria. I don’t 

phone home now because I don’t want to hear about bad news 

there.”  

“College has helped a lot… otherwise I stay at home and I think too 

much about what has happened to me.” 

Rasha has been doing a hairdressing course for two years at college. Her 

husband is also at college learning English. She’s met friends through 

college but she does not have any close friends.  
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When their support was stopped they survived for some time on a little 

money they had saved from their weekly support. Then that finished and 

they turned to different organisations for help. None of the larger agencies 

were able to given them an help, but they have received a little help from 

some churches and drop ins who have been able to give some food some 

weeks: 

“We don’t have any money. [NASS] cut all our money. I don’t know 

what will happen. It’s a very difficult situation…. We don’t know 

about our present or our future.” 

Her solicitor has suggested that Rasha reapply for asylum in her own 

right, but she is not certain about doing this. 

“The solicitor, he told me I have to claim asylum for myself rather 

than as dependent in husband’s case. I don’t know if I will - I am 

confused and my mind is in the very worst situation...” 

 

LINKS 

• Causes: policy induced (3.2) 

• Effects: mental health effects (4.3); lack of secure access to food (4.2) 

• Influences: health and well-being influences (5.2) 
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Case Study 9. Mrs Malik (64) Pakistan 

“In our society you wouldn’t really see an elderly 

lady walking about by herself…They took pity on her 

and started taking her in.”   

 

Mrs Malik first came to the UK from Pakistan in September 2001. She was 

brought by an agent who abandoned her at the SRC offices in Glasgow. 

After three months in Emergency Accommodation she was moved to a flat 

in the north of the city where she stayed for about a year until one day 

she was mugged. Because of the incident she was moved again. Then in 

October 2003 she received a letter telling her that she would have to 

leave. Her case-worker58 recounted what happened: 

“A girl who read the [eviction] letter for her wrongly advised her that 

she needed to go immediately otherwise they were going to throw 

her out … so she just took a couple of things and left everything that 

she had in the flat and just went away.” 

Her case-worker also explained that Mrs Malik had been afraid and 

confused because of a recent suicide in her building. She had been 

suffering from mental health problems and depression: “The doctor said 

she needs to be referred to a psychiatrist, but we’ve not heard anything.” 

 

She continued to get her support for another couple of months after she 

left her flat, but when that stopped and she no longer was able to do 

things for herself, things became harder. Over the last 10 months she has 

been without any official support and totally reliant on the charity of 

individual families and, on a couple of occasions, grants from RST.   

 

Mrs Malik made friends with local Pakistani families when she first arrived 

in Glasgow. Because she does not speak English, she has relied very much 

on the help of local Punjabi-speaking people, for example a Post Office 

worker who helped her obtain a pensioner’s bus pass. It was these 

Pakistani families she had met who she turned to when she left her flat. 

“In our society you wouldn’t really see an elderly lady walking about 

by herself. There would always be a daughter or a daughter-in-law or 

somebody accompanying her. …They took pity on her and started 

taking her in. …She’s moved several times…the most she lasts is 

about a day or two and then she feels she’s outstayed her welcome 

and she just moves on…that’s how she’s surviving.”   

Whilst these people have given her a roof over her head, Mrs Malik has 

continued to be without a permanent home. As an old lady some things 

have been particularly difficult: 

                                       
58 Mrs Malik became too upset during the interview to recount her story, but she did want 
it to be told and asked 

 that her case worker explain. This case study was then reconfirmed with her. 
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“She keeps going and staying with people, but she’s just in the 

bedroom and she’s afraid to use the bathroom at night because she’s 

afraid it will make noise and disturb other people.”  

“People are being kind in giving her a place to stay, but some people 

are also taking advantage of her. They made her do all the 

dishes…ask her to baby-sit and take the kids to nursery. She says 

she loves the kids, they see her like a grandmother. But you’d treat 

your granny a bit nicer. She’s saying she’s tired and all she wants to 

do is sit down.” 

Mrs Malik goes to the Multi-Cultural Elderly Centre, and another Elderly 

Day Care Centre in the area and a refugee drop-in centre because she 

doesn’t feel comfortable staying in people’s houses during the day. 

 

When she moved from her first flat her correspondence stopped, even 

though she said she had told the lawyer of her change of address. She 

missed the letter about her appeal hearing and so did not attend. She has 

recently been granted Section 4 ‘hard case’ support and has also just 

heard from her new solicitor that her late appeal has been granted, so she 

will now be able to go on to NASS support once more. 

 

 

 

LINKS: 

 

• Causes: circumstantial (3.3) 

• Effects: homelessness (4.1); lack of secure access to food (4.2) 

• Influences: gender and age (5.1.1. and 5.1.2.); mental health and well-

being (5.2.); language and cultural factors (5.3); connection with 

shared cultural group (5.4.2.) 
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Case Study 10. Natalia (49) and family – Israel 

“We paid him and after that we realised that this 

person was a liar, he wasn’t a solicitor at all.” 

 

Natalia (49) lives with her son (20) and elderly mother in Maryhill. She 

came to the UK October 2002 and was dispersed to Glasgow after 7 

months. Natalia was working as a Beautician and Care Worker for old 

people in Israel and her son was studying. They had moved from Belarus 

10 years before. 

 

Natalia recently received a letter saying that her NASS support would end 

because her case had been refused, yet she has never been to court for 

her asylum claim. Their lawyer in Glasgow is still waiting to see if they can 

make an appeal.  

“I haven’t received any documents about the date of my hearing, but 

one month ago I received a document from NASS to say that some 

decision was made in January 2003. My case was discussed in 

London without me being there and my appeal had been dismissed.”  

The family had made contact with a man they thought was a lawyer 

whilst still in Israel. They discovered he was not a real lawyer but an 

agent. I wanted to find out what I could do about my situation in 

Israel, because my situation in Israel was very dangerous and not 

good. And somebody gave me advice that the best lawyer in London 

wanted to help me.”  

“We met him in Israel and he said that he wanted to help us and it 

would cost £3,500. We paid him and after that we realised that this 

person was a liar, he wasn’t a solicitor at all. He wanted me to go to 

work as a prostitute. After that I refused to continue with him and I 

lost all my money. He was only our solicitor for 2 months – in 

December we refused to work with him. After that, a few months 

later, we found another lawyer in London.” 

“When we were living in London, the Refugee Council helped us to 

make the complaint to the Office of the Immigration Services 

Commissioner …A representative of this organisation came to visit us 

in Glasgow in June or July 2003. He said that he’d heard about [this 

‘lawyer’] before and he’d met several people in the same situation as 

us. He said he would help us. But after this visit we haven’t heard. 

We tried to contact him – we sent him a letter but he didn’t reply.” 

Natalia and her family have had no support since the middle of September 

2004. 

“First of all we sold some of my rings. We had brought these with us 

here. We also asked our friends [at college] to lend us some money. 

I was expecting that after that my support would be reinstated, but I 
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don’t know…. We must return the money to them. And we’ve sold 

everything that we could.”  

“We asked for help in the [Scottish] Refugee Council– we explained 

everything and they said yes, we understand, but we cannot do 

anything. They have just given us some suggestions – told us to go 

to the solicitor. A few weeks ago my grandmother decided to come 

with me to the SRC, but they said sorry we can’t help. 

“We are Orthodox Christians. We wrote some letters to an Orthodox 

church in London and another organisation that is working with 

Russian people, but now we are waiting. We still haven’t received 

any support….A local] church gave me £10, but this is all we’ve had. 

This was the first time I went there. A friend suggested that we go 

there.”   

“Now we have another problem with this flat, because my claim was 

refused and NASS said we have to leave this flat.”  

The family’s situation has been particularly hard for Natalia’s elderly 

mother. Her son explained:   

“It’s very hard for my Grandmother to live like this. She’s complained 

that her health has got worse because of all these troubles… She 

needs to do a diet because of her diabetes. But we cannot afford it. 

We don’t have money to buy special food. For her it’s very hard 

mentally too.” 

Natalia was still waiting to hear from her lawyer about an out of time 

appeal. But when she went with her son to sign at the office, an officer 

requested they signed documents to renew their passports. 

“Today we were in the Home Office and the Home Office officer 

asked us to sign some documents about renewing our passports. 

…We tried to explain to them that it’s impossible to return but they 

don’t wish to hear. We have no choice. We can’t explain anything to 

them because it’s not important to them. They’ve seen the refusal 

letter and that is the decision.  

“We lost everything we had in Israel... We came here just for some 

peace of mind, not to go and ask for help. We hoped that somebody 

would understand our points. If we returned to Israel now it would be 

ten times more difficult and more dangerous. We’ll do everything to 

not go back.” 

LINKS: 

 

• Causes: circumstantial – poor legal advice (3.3) 

• Effects: lack of secure access to food (4.2) 

• Influences: attendance at college (5.1.4); poor legal representation 

(5.5.2.); organisational influences (5.6.) 
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Case Study 11. Selvamani (38) Sri Lanka 

“Everywhere I have to run away, run away and eat 

and sleep…during the attack time in Sri Lanka there 

I had to run away… I came to here and it’s also the 

same.”  

 

Selvamani came to the UK in January 2002, fleeing Sri Lanka in fear of 

her life after an attack which left her partially deaf. She was placed in the 

SRC’s emergency accommodation for a month before being given a house. 

 

Selvamani has never been to court for her asylum claim and yet she 

received a refusal and was forced to leave her home. Her lawyer forced 

her to sign a paper that she did not understand which stated that that she 

was willing for the decision on her asylum claim to be made from written 

documents only, without her presence. 

 

She had a second court hearing in May 2003 but the lawyers sent on the 

letter too late so she missed it. After this she went back to the lawyer in 

London and they asked her for money and said they could make a new 

application if she gave them £750 - but she had no money. 

 

Selvamani was evicted from her house in August 2004. She stayed with 

her brother for one month, but this has created tension with her brother 

and his wife, because of the demands this had put on them. Because 

Selvamani does not speak English, her brother and his new wife have had 

to help her a lot in sorting out the problems she is facing. Selvamani also 

has mental health needs which placed added strain on her brother and his 

wife. Her brother explains:  

“A lot of the time she’s been staying with me she is speaking and 

speaking. She doesn’t stop. Sometimes she speaks about her 

future… I don’t know my sister’s future. She’s very sad. I heard a lot 

of problems she’s told me and I’m also very sad.”  

Selvamani explains herself the different effects on her health which she 

relates to the pressure of uncertainty she is feeling. 

 “At the moment there are two many things…sometimes I have 

headaches, sometimes I have blood coming out of my nose and 

mouth. There’s a lot of pressure. I’m not sleeping… It’s running, 

running. Sometimes my mind is very tense. Sometimes my hands 

shake… When I think there is too much pressure”.  

Currently she has no money. She has had no support from November 

2003. She went with her brother to try and find support from various 

organisations but none were able to help. Her brother earns a little money 

and has tried to help her but it is not enough: “I don’t give her a lot of 

money - about £10 a week - but sometimes she comes to my home to 

eat.”  
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“Since the money stopped it’s been very difficult for me. I don’t eat 

at the right time.” 

“If the government has stopped the money they need to give us the 

work permit again so I can earn money myself.” 

 

Selvamani also has another sister (who has leave to remain) and another 

brother in Glasgow (both her brothers have Dutch passports). Her main 

support has been very much from her youngest brother though as the 

other siblings have families. Now she is staying with some of her brother’s 

friends, but she needs a place where she can stay more permanently.    

“Everywhere I have to run away, run away and eat and sleep…during 

the attack time in Sri Lanka there I had to run away… I came to here 

and it’s also the same.”  

“I would go back to my country but I wouldn’t hear if there is an 

attack - there is a war on and if I was sleeping I wouldn’t hear them 

come to kill me. I want to stay here. I don’t want to go.” 

 

 

LINKS: 

• Causes: administrative errors (3.1); circumstantial (3.3) 

• Effects: homelessness (4.1); lack of secure access to food (4.2); 

mental health effects (4.3); impact on family (4.6) 

• Influences: gender (5.1.1.); health and well-being (5.2.); language and 

cross-cultural communication (5.3); poor legal representation (5.5) 
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Case Study 12. Hussein (26) Iran 

“When all my support was stopped I think I can’t 

live anymore. …if you didn’t have support or a 

house… You should go work. And then you’re not 

allowed to work…how you survive, you know?” 

 

Hussein worked in his Dad’s shop in Iran before coming to the UK. He 

arrived in Glasgow in October 2003. In the May 2004, his support was 

cancelled due to a refusal. He had to leave Emergency Accommodation 

and he’s had no money since then.  

 

He has experienced problems both with the lawyer and the HO. The HO 

did not send the details of reasons for his refusal and his lawyer did not 

notify him that he had been refused. When he went to enquire she told 

him she had put in an appeal, but the HO has no register of receiving the 

appeal. 

“It’s my right to go to the court one time. Why has my asylum claim 

been cancelled? Why has my appeal been lost? … I’ve never had a 

court date…but I’ve had a refusal. 

Language has been a barrier for him and he has not been confident with 

interpreters. 

“I had an interpreter, but now I think I didn’t trust him. The first 

time, the solicitor had said your appeal is lodged, it is accepted, you 

should wait for a court date...but I went to the lawyer again and she 

said your appeal is lost. For four months, five months, the office and 

the interpreters say to me your appeal is lodged. And now they know 

I know that my appeal is lost. “ 

Hussein has suffered from depression during this time: 

“I have felt depressed…all the time depressed, honestly. How can I 

explain how I feel…I think it’s very bad… Thinking about how my 

case, how my life….I want to live in this world. Why? I’m thinking 

these things. All my body is sore.  

“I can’t go to the college. I’d be happy to go to college.  I think I’d 

connect with other guys in the college if I was feeling happy.” 

“When all my support was stopped I think I can’t live anymore. 

That’s very important…if you didn’t have support or a house…you 

should go work. And then you’re not allowed to work…how [do] you 

survive, you know?” 

“You know it’s very terrible…but I believe God will help me.”  
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People in the Iranian church has been an important source of support for 

Hussein. They have provided emotional and practical support. 

“I found an Iranian church and I now stay with one guy who’s a 

Christian. For some weeks, some months the Iranian church helped 

me – some friends….Some weeks or some months they give me 

some food or clothes.  The church is good…each Sunday they have 

church…. I think when I got to the church…. I’m very relaxed in the 

church.” 

Hussein appreciates the support of his friends, but feels uncomfortable 

about staying a long time. 

 “He’s my friend…he’s just helping me. But I never feel I should be a 

long time there, because it’s his home. 

“Just now I’m keeping all my bags at another friend. And I’m staying 

one week with one friend, one week with another friend – it’s 

terrible.” 

He has been going to the SRC for help and they have recently given him 

an RST grant. Hussein has now changed solicitor and is awaiting an 

appointment. 

 

 

 

LINKS: 

• Causes: administrative errors (3.1) 

• Effects: homelessness (4.1); mental health effects (4.3); interruptions 

of college (4.5) 

• Influences: interpreting problems (5.3); connection with shared 

religious group (5.4.2); poor legal representation (5.5); organisational 

influences (5.6) 
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Case Study 13. Akram (25) and family – Afghanistan 

“We are not making any trouble here. We just want 

to stay in peace.” 

 

Akhram came to the UK from Afghanistan with his wife and parents in 

June 2001. They travelled by lorry to Essex, where they were found by the 

police and claimed asylum. Nine days later they were dispersed to 

Glasgow. 

 

The family’s NASS support stopped in November 2002 when they received 

a refusal on their case. They have been without any support for one and 

half years. The family had to rely on the support being given to Akhram’s 

parents and a little help from a lady in a local drop-in. Akhram’s wife 

became pregnant during this time. They went to several organisations for 

help, but they had to walk everywhere. This was difficult for his pregnant 

wife:  

“For one and a half years we were trying to go to different offices. 

We tried all of them but nobody helped us.” 

“My situation was very dark when my first baby was born. Every day 

I was crying. Nobody helped me at that time, only my Dad and Mum. 

…And one lady …working in a drop-in centre. Every week she gave us 

whatever food package with everything inside and £10 as well, £20 

sometimes.”. 

Akhram and his family did receive a grant from RST through the SRC but 

they had forgotten this. 

 

Somewhere on the journey to the UK Akhram was beaten by people he 

said were wearing a police uniform. He was left with a head injury leaving 

him with ongoing problems59: “Sometimes I feel dizzy, sometimes I have 

strange feelings – I don’t know what happened… I have a problem with 

remembering things.” 
 

Periods of hardship for the family have continued to put pressure and 

stress on Akhram and his wife and exacerbated Akhram’s health 

problems. Akhram was particularly anxious about going to the initial 

interview in Croydon on his own without his wife.  

“I don’t know how to use trains and how to reach there and deal with 

things. I was alone…if there is two we can decide, we can cope 

[together].” 

 “I was very upset there. There were six people there in the 

interview. I didn’t know if the interpreter was translating properly or 

                                       
59 Akhram was struggling to remember dates and became distressed during the interview. 

I asked whether he wanted to stop. He suggested we speak to his wife instead, as he was 
keen that their story was told. He stayed in the room and after a few minutes chose to 

speak again. 



 

89 

not….I was hungry. I paid £50 for the taxi….I wasn’t happy at all. I 

would have liked that both of use were there for the interview.” 

Problems continued for the wider family: 

 “We received a notice to leave this house. We went to my Mum and 

Dad’s house and they stopped their benefit as well.” 

After their child was born they became eligible for benefit from social 

work. It was three months later that benefits started. They now receive 

family benefit of £93 for both of them and the child. But they also try to 

support their parents: “Now their benefits been stopped, so we’re trying 

to help them.” 

 

Akhram’s wife identified that one thing that would help their situation now 

is to be able to move house to where her parents-in-law stay. 

“My mother is not very well… Every day I go there and do cooking for 

her and then I come here. I get tired. I have a young child and I’m 

pregnant again.”  

They were unhappy with the solicitor on their case: “In the court the other 

solicitor was arguing, but our solicitor kept silent. He doesn’t say anything 

for us. We were speaking, we were telling our side of the story, but he 

was keeping silent all the time.” 

 

Being left without any official status, unable to work, travel and the 

extended family living off limited benefits have placed all the family in 

considerable hardship. Their future remains uncertain. 

“The main problem is our visa – we don’t have anything, any status 

to stay here…It’s been a long time that we never travelled to 

anywhere. We’re fed up of sitting in the house. It’s just like we are in 

prison.”  

“We want to tell the public of this country about this…to let them see 

what the government of this country is doing…Plenty of asylum 

seekers here, don’t have visa, nothing…We are not making any 

trouble here. We just want to stay in peace.” 

 

LINKS: 

• Causes: policy induced (3.2) 

• Effects: lack of secure access to food (4.2); aggravated trauma (4.3.4); 

impact on family (4.6) 

• Influences: language and cross-cultural communication (5.3) 
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Case Study 14. Thomas (34) Liberia 

“When you’re a refugee it’s twice as hard to be 

homeless, because the organisations don’t want to 

touch you.” 

 

Thomas arrived in the UK eight years ago from a refugee camp in Liberia. 

Not knowing enough about the UK system, he spent a year underground 

in London before applying for asylum:  

“I was making and ironing clothes for piecemeal money. That was my 

welcome to the UK.  I felt personally that I couldn’t trust anyone 

from the immigrant community to help me in approaching the Home 

Office; I had to learn it all by myself slowly.” 

Thomas’s experience at his first asylum interview was very negative: 

“For me it was weird – some guy sitting across from me in a chair 

wanting me to relive a civil war. I thought that it was a joke. There 

was no one there, just me - my solicitor wasn’t there. They asked 

really silly questions about Liberia.  

“I left the office thinking, I don’t ever want to go into this emotionally 

again. So I stopped checking anything to do with the Home Office. It 

was enough to totally put me off wanting anything from the Home 

Office.”  

Thomas talks about the importance of being able to live freely, and to be 

respected as a human being able to make choices. He values living with 

dignity and fairness, and not compromising principles in the name of a 

system or documents: 

“I have a son, I’ve been one hundred percent involved from day one 

- I’ve been seeing the same girl for 4 ½ years, but I refuse to be 

forced to get married for the paper. If they gave me [leave to 

remain] because I’m a good citizen and I contributed something that 

would be fair.” 

Later, Thomas discovered that the Home Office had written to him twice in 

London informing him that he had leave to remain, but because he hadn’t 

been checking letters he had been classed as absconded, his case 

dismissed and his support stopped. 

“From December 2003 until March 2004 I was not in the system at 

all. I was an illegal immigrant again. I was homeless. I slept in [a 

homeless shelter], I slept lots of nights in a cemetery. I would get up 

in the mornings and spend time with my son. I would go and look for 

food behind shops that had gone out of date.” 

Thomas tried to get shelter and support from various organisations but 

they couldn’t help him because of his status as an asylum seeker:  
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“When you’re a refugee it’s twice as hard to be homeless, because 

the organisations don’t want to touch you.”  

Thomas encountered racism from other homeless people. He has also 

found it difficult to be supported and understood by the immigrant 

community because of his choices and way of life. He says, though, that 

had he been a woman it would have been even more difficult: 

“If I was a woman I would have been forced to comply and do a lot 

of things for my son’s sake. A lot of women end up marrying to 

stay.”  

Thomas talks about the effects of homelessness on his health: 

“My digestive system has been bad as long as I’ve been in Scotland. 

Because I don’t feed myself good food and it is a medical problem 

related to stress. I do what I can, but because of stress it doesn’t go 

away. That’s my biggest problem.”  

“It took me until recently to stop going around in circles trying to do 

the same thing… The damaging effects psychologically and physically 

go deeper. I carry a constant level of stress on my shoulders.” 

Thomas is no longer homelessness. He has found another solicitor who is 

working to reinstate the status he was granted. However, he still suffers 

from a lot of stress. The constant fear and worry affects his whole family: 

“I have to live with fears that are not natural to me, like the fear of 

deportation. I’m constantly thinking that if this happens I would like 

a week or a day to warn my son and not just be thrown into jail. 

What will happen, will I take my son with me? I don’t know how to 

put it in words. My partner lives with this same fear. It affects all her 

family as well, because they all think that one day I’m going to 

vanish.” 

He describes how the UK can seem very strange to a person from another 

culture: “I come from a culture where you never go to a psychologist for 

counselling, you talk to everybody in the street. Here you can’t talk to 

your neighbour, when I have a problem it’s just me, you can’t talk to 

anyone. That’s a really heavy human price to pay.”  

 

Despite his difficulties, Thomas remains hopeful. He says that his belief in 

himself and his identity as an African and his music keep him strong. He 

suggests how refugees can contribute to British society: 

“Maybe we as refugees are here today to teach the West how to 

share. This is a place which has the NHS but no social health. We can 

show how to support each other, how counselling is free. If we can 

do that with each other then it could spread into the community. 

Even if we’re the lowest citizens in the country because we’re 

refugees, we can start to give each other freedom and respect.” 
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Case Study 15. Fatima (36) Algeria 

“For me not settling down is the most important 

issue; [we’ve] no place to go and… fear being sent 

home.” 

 

Fatima was a housewife in Algeria. She arrived in the UK in September 

2002 with her husband and two children and has lived in Glasgow for one 

and a half years. She described how they have struggled on NASS support 

and sometimes run out of money a couple of days before the next 

payment is due. 

“It is difficult to meet the demands of the children if you don’t have 

money. NASS withdrew the £50 clothing grant. This used to be a 

help, but was stopped five months ago, and now I have to buy from 

the charity shops.”  

“We have to ration our money, and spread it out until the next 

payment. Maybe if we are allowed to work, it will be better. I always 

blame my husband, and my husband blames not being allowed to 

work.” 

The tensions in the family have aggravated her depression once again: “I 

suffer from depression, and attend a special clinic. This depression started 

in Algeria when my sister-in-law and aunt were murdered. It had got 

better in Glasgow for some time.” 

 

They have experienced problems with dampness in their house and feel 

the NASS team have not been responsive to helping sort this out. Inability 

to access nursery places has also been a barrier to being able to access 

support. She also reflects: “Maybe it might be different if I were a man.” 

 

Relations with Scottish neighbours have been ok, but it was a Muslim 

women’s centre where she has found most help. 

“My Scottish neighbours are friendly, but I have no dealings with 

them. This is because I don’t socialise with any of them.” 

“We don’t like to ask others for support. We [did] not know our rights 

or where help is until we attended a mother and toddler group at the 

Muslim Women’s Resource Centre.”  

The family’s situation is now very difficult:  

“In March, the solicitor refused to work with me after my appeal was 

refused. We had only a few days to find another one for our appeal. 

We were turned down by 15 solicitors. They told us they would not 

take cases they might lose.” 
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Case Study 16. Bashir (43) Yemen 

“I was very healthy… but now after seven years, many 

things have changed.” 
 

Bashir used to work as economist in the south of Yemen. He arrived in the 

UK in 1997, and, because of political problems as a result of the union 

between North and South Yemen, he applied for asylum. His family were 

threatened and he had been imprisoned. He moved to Scotland in 1999. 

 

His experiences as an asylum seeker have damaged his physical and 

mental health. He currently is taking medication for depression, 

sleeplessness, anxiety and stress. 

“I am “out patient”, I go regularly every six weeks to see the doctor. 

If I compare myself when I came first here, to now there is a very 

big difference. I was very healthy, without health problems, but now 

after seven years, many things have changed. I can not sleep 

without tablets”. 

He was separated from his wife for more than eight years. His health 

problems also isolated him and he was not able to meet people. He was 

not provided with information about other sources of support, but he 

found out himself about some other projects. 

 

Bad quality legal advice has generated problems for Bashir. He felt that 

his case was wrongly judged as he had a serious case: “I had hope when I 

come here, because I had really serious problems.” 

 

Added to this have been the effects of having to wait such a long time for 

a decision: 

 “I’ve stayed in this country more than seven years. If I got this 

decision three or four years ago my situation would have been 

different. In 2000-2001 I’ve thought about suicide many times, more 

than four, five times… all this is because of my situation.” 

His situation remains uncertain. 
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Case Study 17. Amina (58) Iraq (Kurdish) 

“As an elderly grandmother, I feel dehumanised as I 

have to depend on others for my support.” 

 

In Iraq, Amina was a teacher and social researcher before she had to 

retire due to ill-health. She and her daughter fled after the rest of their 

family were killed. They arrived in the UK in January 2000 and came to 

Glasgow two months later. 

“I never experienced poverty until they cut off my welfare support in 

July 2004 and asked me to leave the house.”  

Amina was offered accommodation under ‘hard case’ support in the YMCA, 

but she has had problems with this: 

“The YMCA offered me dinners. But, I do not eat food unless I 

prepare it. As I am diabetic I need the proper food and to eat it at 

the proper time. This is not possible with the food from the SRC and 
the YMCA.”  

“Since the withdrawal of support I have no money to survive. No 

money to buy my bus fares. No proper fruits and vegetables for my 

diabetic condition.” 

She has also had to move away from her daughter who got married: “I 

depend on her and my grandson for moral support and companionship.” 

  

When she tried to access one support organisation, she did not get access 

to professional interpreters: “There were no interpreters to discuss my 

problems. I had to take my son-in-law. This is dehumanising and I felt my 

privacy was breached.” 

 

She describes what she has had to do to manage and how she has felt 

about this: 

“I have to bring my belongings to the mosque to sell them. This 

earns me £2 to £3 at a time.”  

“Where to go? Where to sleep? Where to eat? I even feel shy to eat 

at my closest friends’ houses. If I visit, I think people will think I am 

here to scrounge. Besides, I don’t want to bother them. Everyone 

has got their own problems.”  

“But, when I see others, who are worse than me, I take courage. My 
strong faith keeps me going…” 

She has had poor health and her experiences have exacerbated this. She 

has chosen to seek repatriation to Iraq, but this has not been possible. 

She has been left in an unhappy limbo:  
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“I asked the YMCA to repatriate me to my home country, Iraq. They 

refused. I think the home office is refusing to grant me asylum 

because I am old, unwell and unemployable. So I am a liability. 

There are no human rights…Because I am a woman, weak, frail and 

diabetic, I am not getting support.” 

“I don’t hate Glasgow or Scotland. And I have found a lot of nice 

people here.  An Iraqi proverb says: ‘If you drink water from a 

spring, don’t throw a stone or mud into it’.  So I cannot hate or say 

bad things about Glasgow. I have some nice experience so why say 

bad things about it because of the government for not giving me 

asylum? But, I want to go to Iraq.” 
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Case Study 18. Leila (32) Egypt 

“My husband is in the hospital, he is very ill, he has 

a problem with his liver because of stress, even the 

doctors don’t understand what the problem is.” 

 

Leila was a housewife in Egypt. She and her husband arrived in London in 

2002. They claimed asylum immediately and were dispersed to Glasgow 

within a month.  

 
One month later their asylum claim was refused. Leila and her husband 

appealed against this decision, but the letter informing them of the appeal 

hearing date arrived one week after the hearing, so their appeal was 

refused and their support cut: 

“The first solicitor was the reason we missed the appeal date. We 

tried to find another solicitor but were told that our case could not be 

pursued. We don’t know about the asylum procedure…The papers 

speak for me, I always look at the papers to remind myself of what is 

happening, I forget all the time.” 

Leila and her husband have been destitute for over a year. In August they 

received an eviction letter saying they had to leave their house by 

December. Leila says: 

“I do not know what to do. I know other people, their claim has been 

finally refused but they have children so their support was not cut.” 

She has tried to find help with various people and organisations; some 

have helped more and some less, but none of them has been able to 

really change her situation: 

“I went to the SRC, but they told me that I don’t have children so 

they couldn’t support me…I am trying to get help from other 

organisations, we will see if they can help us. I don’t know.” 

“[A local church] church has helped us. I have friends from the 

Mosque. A Scottish lady helps me, she phones me and gives me 

support. She was a GP, then she has kept in touch. My GP now is 

very supportive too.” 

Leila was visibly distressed when she talked about her problems: 

“We escaped from oppression in our country and here it’s worse. We 

are suffering more here. The thought is always on our mind, every 

day every day, that the Home Office will come first thing in the 

morning and take us to the detention centre.” 
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She has to cope by herself in her daily life, because her husband has been 

hospitalised due to severe stress-related problems which further 

complicate their situation: 

“He was stressed in Eygpt but since he arrived here it has become 

much worse and he had to go to hospital. He was required to sign 

every week to confirm his presence, but he couldn’t go for health 

reasons…so he now he has to sign every month, but even then he 

can’t manage as the place he must go to is very far.” 

Leila herself says that her health has been affected by what she has gone 

through: 

“I have stomach problems and breathing problems, mostly because 

of depression. I’m afraid they will send us back to my country, and 

there they will not have any mercy on us. I can never be settled 

because I’m afraid they will send us back to our country.” 

“I’m always frightened. This feeling stops me from talking to people. 

Sometimes I’m even afraid if a small boy speaks to me. I have 

medicine for my depression, but I can’t get settled so it doesn’t 

help.” 

The place where she lives does not help Leila to be well. She has abusive 

neighbours and finds her whole neighbourhood frightening: 

“We have neighbours who come home drunk and urinate on our 

door. When they argue in the house they smash glasses. We’re afraid 

to complain because then they will cause us even more problems. 

There have always been these problems in our building. At night we 

don’t go out at all, there is screaming and yelling and drunk people. 

We always take care when we go out to avoid problems.” 

Leila’s sources of support have been friends she has made through the 

Mosque and college: 

“I have friends from the mosque. And I go to college, I am happy 

there. My classmates are nice people. But I have a lot of 

appointments with doctors and I have to be with my husband so it’s 

difficult. It’s hard, I can’t concentrate, I forget a lot of things. I’m too 

worried.” 

Leila concludes: “Our friends are helping us so we manage to get by. 

We are coping, we have to cope with this situation.”  
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Case Study 19. Mahmoud (20) Iran 

“Scotland is my second home. I’ve established life 

here.” 

 

Mahmoud arrived in the UK in January 2001 with his parents and younger 

brother. They spent a couple of months in London, before moving to 

Glasgow.  

 

His parents returned to Iran after their case was refused but Mahmoud 

then put in an asylum claim in his own right, with his younger brother as a 

dependent: “I wasn’t going to go back there. I wasn’t going to risk my 

life.” 

 

They were left without support for 6 months at this time. He had not had 

to do shopping and cooking before and did not know which were the good 

things and the cheap things to buy. 

 

They were given a grant from RST three times. He knows a lot of people 

through friendships his parents made and also through school. But he 

explained how it was easier for him to accept money from a charity than 

to ask friends: 

“I’m not the kind of person who goes to friends and family. I prefer 

to go to charities who give money for people like us. They don’t know 

me, so I don’t owe them anything.” 

He also managed to save a little money from occasional casual work 

during this time, to help them survive. 

 

Mahmoud very much appreciated the help of the SRC: “The [Scottish] 

Refugee Council’s been so helpful. Some people in the [Scottish] Refugee 

Council are amazing.”  

 

Mahmoud has now had a refusal on his own asylum claim and his appeal 

as well. He has been sent a letter saying that he must leave. It took four 

years for this decision to be made. During this time he has sat his Highers 

and been given a conditional offer to university. 

“If it was the first year and I received a letter…I hated it here the 

first year I was living here. But after four years, you try to get on 

with your life – go to school and make friends. You learn about the 

city  - where to go and where not to go.” 

“Then you hear your case has been refused and you are told to go 

home. What home? After four years what home? My links have been 

cut.  I was 16 years old when I left. I’m 20 now. I was a child; now 

I’m an adult.” 

He now feels that Scotland is his second home, but his future here is 

uncertain. 
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Case Study 20. Ana (40) and Ivan (40) Ukraine 

“There is always uncertainty with this asylum 

seeking process. You’ve left your country. You’re on 

your own here. So if you cut of the support, what 

can you do?” 

 

Ivan, was a policeman in the Ukraine and Ana a professional athlete 

before they came to the UK in December 2003. They were dispersed to 

Glasgow in January 2004. 

 

Their NASS support was stopped in May 2004 after their asylum claim was 

refused, but they did not receive a letter from the Home Office with full 

reasons for refusal and so were unable to make an appeal. Their lawyer 

has written to the Home Office and is still pursuing them, but the family 

are still awaiting a response. 

“We need a decision from the Home Office to allow us to make an 

appeal, but can not do this until there is a proper refusal letter from 

the Home Office.” They have struggled to get in touch with the Home 

Office: “You can’t contact them - it’s just one way communication.” 

They had managed to save a small amount from their previous NASS 

allowance, so this also helped to ease their situation when they received 

no support, as Ivan explains: 

“Whatever we were receiving at the very beginning, we did our best to 

save a little bit each week for a rainy day. And that basically saved us 

during that period when there was no money coming in. Plus traditional 

resourcefulness, like getting things for the flat for nothing and things like 

that.” They picked up things for their flat from what people left at the 

Sunday market. 

 
They were given a grant for 4 weeks by RST. Ana was pregnant at that 

time and they were very grateful for this support: 

“It’s very important that there are organisations like yourselves. In 

our situation that helped a lot and I’m sure that you’ve helped a lot 

of other people.”  

They were unable to get support from other organisations: “You don’t 

know who to turn to. We just tried every organisation we knew.” 

Although, sometimes the church was able to give them £20 a week: “This 

is out of the kindness of their hearts. There’s no guarantee for how long 

they’ll be able to help.” Russian friends sometimes invited them for meals 

and gave moral support, but they have not been able to help materially. 

 

After the birth of their baby, they still remained without support for a 

month:  

“We went 4 or 5 times to social work asking for help. Finally, they 

arranged for an interpreter to be present and we began receiving 
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£38.50 per week for the baby. So we’ve been receiving some money 

for the baby since August. Social work told us that that was all that 

they could manage to do.” 

“We did our best to create some kind of semblance of home for the 

baby being born. Otherwise it would have been terrible.”  

Ana suffered from anxiety, which affected her general health. The baby 

was born slightly premature: 

“It was quite a blow, obviously when we received the letter from the 

Home Office saying that they were taking NASS support away and 

we had to leave the country. It didn’t help that I was pregnant at this 

stage. There was absolute uncertainty. We can’t go back and the 

support was stopped.”  

“One feels afraid because of the uncertainty. You just don’t know. 

You’re in a foreign country and to find yourself without any means of 

support… We do not know how long it will continue, how long it 

might take. It’s out of our control all together.” 

Ivan adds: 

“The best thing would have been if they allowed people to work here. 

I’ve got my hands, my head. I’m willing to help and contribute to this 

country. But instead I’m reduced to this situation where I have no 

means of supporting myself and I have to ask for support from 

someone else. I would be able to earn a living for myself and my 

family, if they allowed me to work.”  

In spite of their difficulties they are enjoying their new baby and trying to 

keep a positive outlook. 

“Life is short and we’d like to have a normal decent life, just working, 

providing for yourself and being a decent human being. But on the 

other hand, we had to flee our country to save our lives. So in spite 

of all these difficulties, we still feel free and protected and we’re not 

afraid of being killed every moment.” 

“Hopefully things will improve. We’ve been through much worse.” 

They are still in touch with their lawyer who is trying to get the response 

they need from the Home Office. There are still problem in making contact 

with the Home Office and getting no reply and as long as there is no reply, 

the family’s NASS support cannot be reinstated. 
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Glossary 

Asylum seeker - the name given to a person who arrives in the UK and 
submits an application for asylum. The individual will remains an asylum 

seeker while their case is being examined.  

 

Discretionary Leave can be granted for up to 3 years to people who 

would not otherwise qualify for leave.  
 

Humanitarian Protection – is granted to people who “though not 

refugees would, if removed, face in the country of return a serious risk to 

life or person arising from the death penalty, unlawful killing or torture, 

inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment.60” Humanitarian 

Protection grants people three years leave to remain, after which they 

may apply for settlement in the UK if still in need of protection.  

 

In-country applicant – A person who applies for asylum after they have 

entered the country. There are many instances in which this might 

happen. If they have been brought to the country by agents they may 
well be abandoned in-country rather than at port. Someone may have 

entered the UK on another visa and the situation in their home country 

may have changed during the time of their stay which means it is no 

longer sae to them to return. Also, people may not have understood the 

process of seeking refuge when they first arrived at port. 

 

Port applicant  - People who apply for asylum immediately when they 

arrive in the UK. 

 

Refugee –In the UK, a person is only officially described as a refugee 

after their asylum claim is judged to be credible and they have received a 

positive decision. Technically, the state does not make a person a refugee, 

it only recognises them as such61. Judgements are based on the definition 

of a refugee given in the 1951 United Nations Convention on Refugees, as 

a person who “owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for 

reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social 

group, or political opinion, is outside the country of his nationality, and is 

unable or, owing to such fear, is unable to avail himself of the protection 

of that country”.   

 

The term refugee is also used more broadly, especially in the international 

context. The African Union proposed a broader definition in 1969 to 

include in the term refugee “every person who, owing to external 

aggression, occupation, foreign domination or events seriously disturbing 

public order in either part or the whole of his country of origin or 

nationality, is compelled to leave his place of habitual residence in order 

to seek refuge in another place outside his country of origin or 

nationality.” 

                                       
60 As cited in House of Commons Home Affairs Select Committee on Asylum Applications 

2004 (p9) 
61 As outlined in ICAR (2004) Navigation Guide – Key Issues: UK Asylum Law and Process 

(p15) 
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Acronyms 

 

AIA 2004 – Asylum and Immigration (Treatment of Claimants etc.) Act 

2004 

 

ARC - Application Registration Card 

 

IAA 1999 – Immigration and Asylum Act 1999 

 

ICD – Integrated Casework Directorate (part of the Home Office) 

  

NASS  - National Asylum Support Service 

 

NIAA 2002 – Nationality, Immigration and Asylum Act 2002 

 

RST – The Refugee Survival Trust 

 

SRC – Scottish Refugee Council 

 

SRIF - Scottish Refugee Integration Forum  
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Annex 1. Methodology 

Research Approach 

The very nature of the research topic, research population and general 

research milieu demanded a methodology that was action focussed and 

participatory. We believe this both enabled us to access the best 

information and enabled the project to have the most useful impact.  

 

In the course of the research we aimed to develop productive relations 

with all key stakeholders, in order to ensure that our research supports 

and contributes to collaborative working between different organisations 

and the refugees and asylum seekers they work for. 

 

People who were seeking asylum or had refugee status have been actively 

involved in the project. One person in the core research team had 

experience of being a refugee. Another three volunteers have been 

involved as research partners at various stages and to varying degrees. 

Their participation has both enriched the research and contributed to their 

gaining useful work experience and developing their skills. 

Statistical analysis  

• Analysis of relevant data from RST’s records was conducted using the 

SPSS package. Information from the 896 RST completed one-page 

application forms was first inputted into a database.  

• Analysis of key profiling data about the people applying to RST has 

been assessed and is given in annex 2. Information for the primary 

reason for application was coded into 87 detailed categories –reflecting 

the scope of reasons for destitution. This coding was then thoroughly 

reviewed by the research co-ordinator and categories were grouped 

into 6 overarching “reasons” presented in chapter 3.  

• There were certain limitations to the data. Records between January 

2000 and July 2002 were partial and did not represent the complete 

data set of all applications – in particular there was no data available 

for the months between January and March 2002. The 595 records from 

August 2002 until May 2004 do represent the complete data set as far 

as can be established. Information from this period forms the basis of 

analysis in chapter 4. 

Individual interviews 

• Semi-structured interviews were conducted in September and October 

2004 with people who had some experience of destitution between 

2000-2004. The aims of these interviews were to broaden 

understanding of factors causing destitution to illustrate in more depth 

the key statistical findings; and to explore in more detail the effects of 

destitution. 

• The semi-structured approach created opportunity for people to tell 

their stories in their own words. This uncovered details and aspects of 

experiences of destitution which could have otherwise been overlooked. 
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• In total, 20 interviews were conducted with individuals and families 

lasting between 45 minutes and 2 hours. The majority were conducted 

in Glasgow but three were conducted in Edinburgh.  Interviewees were 

selected to reflect a diversity of ethnic background, age, gender family 

circumstance and asylum status.  

• Part of the research remit was to look beyond current RST coverage to 

identify gaps. Half of the people interviewed had received RST grants, 

although of these not all had remembered and not all had realised that 

they came from RST (as opposed to the SRC).  

Literature review  

• A review of existing research at UK and Scottish levels on poverty and 

destitution amongst asylum seekers specifically but touching also on 

the wider population more generally has been conducted. Broader 

research on the general situation of the asylum system in Britain has 

also been consulted.  

• A review of policy documents was conducted to map out the key policy 

changes that occurred between January 2001 and May 2004. 
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Annex 2. Further Data Analysis  

There were over one thousand applications made to RST during this 

period between January 2000 and May 2004. Of these 896 have been 

available for analysis. Some records between January 2000 and July 2002 

were not available so the following detailed analysis is based on data from 

August 2002 until May 2004.  

 

Profiling detail 

(a) Gender 

• 47% applicants are female and 53% male62.  

(b) Nationality 

• Applicants were from 50 different countries.  

• Countries accounting for over 5% of applications include: 

• Burundi – 9% 

• Somalia – 13% 

• DRC – 12% 

• Iran – 7% 

• Iraq – 8% 

• There are significant gender variations: 

• There were higher proportions of applications to RST for females from 

Somalia (14%); Burundi (12%) and DRC (16%). Conversely there are 

much lower proportions of applications from women from Iraq (2%) 

and Iran (5%). 

• There were much higher proportions of applications for males from Iraq 

(14%) and Iran (10%). Lower proportions of applications come from 

men from Somalia (12%), Burundi (6%) and DRC (8%). 

(c) City 

• Glasgow 96% 

• Edinburgh 3% 

• Unclear 0.2% 

• Other 0.3% 

(d) Age  

• Of those making applications, a higher proportion than expected of the 

25-34 year old age group are applying because of failures in NASS 

support. 

• A higher proportion than expected of 18-25 year olds are represented 

in applications because of a negative Section 55 decision. 

                                       
62 For two cases (0.3%) gender is not known. 
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(e) Marital Status 

• Married and living with spouse in UK – 22% (Men - 24%; Women – 

20%). 

• Single – 53% (Men 64%; Women 40%). 

• Away from spouse – 15% (Men - 6%; Women 25%).  

• Others are widowed, separated, divorced, living with a partner, or those 

who are married but it is unclear where the spouse is – 7%.  

(f) Asylum Status 

• 47% of applications are from people who are awaiting a decision on 

their asylum claim. At this stage - unless someone has had a negative 

Section 55 decision, has lost their support through their own error, or 

has had it stolen [percentage?] – there is no legitimate reason why 

NASS support should have failed. (57% of applications from women are 

from those awaiting a decision compared with 38% from men – 

partially due to women being more likely to be dependents.) 

• 17% of applications are from people who are yet to claim asylum - 

these are all applications for travel grants to go to make and application 

in Liverpool. In September 2003, the provision for single people to 

claim asylum in Scotland was removed (although families and minors  

are still able). (22% of all applications from men are from those yet to 

claim asylum compared with 11% from women – this relates to the fact 

that fewer men have dependent children). 

• 20% of applications are from people who are appealing refusal and a 

further 9% from those at Judicial Review stage. 

(g) Work Status 

• 89% of applications (86% for females and 92% for males) were from 

people who were not permitted to work 

• 5% of applications were from people who had permission to work but 

for 0.3% of these they were unable to work because they were of 

retirement age.  

• For 7% of applications this information was not specified. 

(h) Children 

• 42% of applications were from people who had dependent children or 

were expecting a child. There were proportionally many more female 

applicants – 61% with children or expecting a child than male 
applicants – 25%. 

• For applications where there has been an administrative/procedural 

failure in NASS support, proportions of applicants who have children (or 

are expecting a child) increases to 55% (for female applicants 79%). 

• Where the application is from someone who has lost their support, 

proportions with children are higher still at 72% (85% for female 

applicants).  



 

109 

• Proportions with child dependents for all other categories are much 

lower. 

• 4% of applications made to RST stated that they were from were from 

people who were expecting a child. The actual number may well have 

been higher as this is not a question that is specifically asked on the 

form. 

(i) No Fixed Address (NFA) 

• The following information gives an indication of the proportions of 

people making applications to RST who are homeless. This does not 

include people who are staying temporarily with a friend and have 
given their friend’s address63, suggesting that the proportion is 

probably higher. 

• In total, 23% of applications are from people with NFA - 17% are new 

arrivals; and 6% have been left homeless as they moved through the 

process. 

• For women,16% of applications are from people with NFA - 12% are 

new arrivals and 4% have been left homeless as they moved through 

the process. 

• For men, 29% of applications are from people with NFA - 22% are new 

arrivals and 7% have been left homeless as they moved through the 

process. 

Details of Grants 

(a) Repeat Applications  

• A fifth (22%) of applications to RST were for people who had made a 

previous application. Most of these had made just one previous 

application (17%), but in a few cases there had been up to four 

previous applications. This indicates both that people can be destitute 

for several weeks at a time and that people are vulnerable to repeat 

periods of destitution.  

(b) Duration of Grants 

• 43% of grants are given as ‘one-off’ payments64. Other than this most 

grants are usually given for one (25%) or a maximum of two weeks 

(27%) at a time.  

• Overall, 32% of applications were requesting grants for more than one 

week’s support. This again indicates that people are being left without 

support for extended periods.  

• NB. The case studies give a clearer indication of just how extended 

periods of destitution can be. The case studies of. Maja  (case study 4) 

and also Mrs Malik (case study 9) provide examples of people who 

made repeat applications to RST. 

                                       
63 NB This also does not include people staying in temporary Emergency 

Accommodation. 
64 A number of grants which were for ‘one-week’ were also categorized as ‘one-off’ grants, 

resulting in it being difficult to distinguish accurately exact durations.  
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(c) Approval Rate 

• Information on the RST decision was not available for 8% of 

applications. 

• Of the data available 97% of applications were approved by RST either 
in full (84%) or in part (13%). 

 

Limitations of data set 

• The records between January 2000 and July 2002 were partial and do 

not represent the complete data set of all applications. There was no 

data available for the months between January and March 2002. The 

data from August 2002 until May 2004 does represent the complete 

data set as far as can be established. 
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Annex 3. Roles of Support Organisations 

A wide range of statutory, voluntary and community-based organisations 

are working with people seeking asylum in Scotland. A full mapping of all 

these organisations has not been possible within the course of this 

research, so this section provides a brief overview of some of the 

organisations and the roles they have played with regards to mitigating 

people’s experiences of poverty and destitution. 
  

There are dedicated teams within the City Councils – the Glasgow Asylum 

Seeker Support Project and Refugee Support Team and the Asylum 

Seekers Response Unit in Edinburgh. Local authorities have played a role 

in dealing with errors in support, and sometimes in seeking alternative 

solutions when people have become destitute and for example if there has 

been a community care need. 

 

The Scottish Refugee Council is the largest voluntary organization 

providing advice, information and assistance to asylum seekers and 

refugees in Scotland. They have often been involved in sorting out 
problems when people have had their support withdrawn in error. Positive 

Action in Housing has been active in campaigning and seeking support for 

those who are destitute in particular those who have come to the end of 

the asylum process. The British Red Cross provide an international tracing 

service and also provide basic items to people who are destitute and living 
on the streets. Glasgow Campaign to Welcome Refugees has played 

campaigning role for the rights of refugees, including on issues of 

destitution. 

 

Several drop-in centres, refugee community organisations, churches and 

mosques in Glasgow and Edinburgh have been involved in providing 

support at a very practical level (food, money, clothes, and sometimes 

accommodation) to people facing poverty and destitution.   



 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Refugee Survival Trust 

19 Smith’s Place 

Edinburgh   EH6 8NT 

 

Tel:   0131 554 6776 

Email:  info@rst.org.uk 

Website: www.rst.org.uk 

 

Copies of a summary document and of the full 

report can be downloaded from www.rst.org.uk 

 

The Refugee Survival Trust is: 

    a charity registered in Scotland: SCO24328 

    a company limited by Guarantee: SC274440 

 


