
 
  
 

 
  

Inquiry into asylum support for children and young people 

 

About this response 

This response aims to feed a Northern Ireland perspective into the inquiry into asylum 

support, which is being conducted by a panel of MPs, peers and other experts, 

supported by the Children‟s Society. The inquiry seeks to examine whether the current 

support system provided by the Home Office for those seeking protection in the UK 

meets the needs of children, young people and families.   

 

This response has been collated by Law Centre (NI)1 and endorsed by Barnardo‟s NI,2 

HAPANI3 and NICRAS.4 Information about these organisations is found in the Appendix. 

Additional information was provided by Red Cross,5  EMBRACE,6 St Vincent de Paul7 

and Storehouse.8 These organizations are some of the members of the Northern Ireland 

Refugee & Asylum Forum, an informal network of organizations providing support to 

refugees in Northern Ireland. Law Centre (NI) is grateful to all the organisations that 

provided material. 

 

In compiling this response, the Law Centre spoke to a small group of women who are 

currently within the asylum process. Their experiences are incorporated throughout this 

paper and appear in text boxes. We are very grateful to these women who shared their 

thoughts and to HAPANI for arranging the interviews. The women‟s perspectives are 

included to give a first-hand account of some of the difficulties associated with the 

asylum support system; they are not intended to provide a definitive account of the 

asylum support system in Northern Ireland. 

 

This response is split into three.  Part 1 begins with some local data and is followed by 

some introductory remarks about asylum support and destitution.  Three case studies 

are then introduced. 

 

Part 2 responds to the inquiry‟s questions for organizations and practitioners and then 

makes some additional comments on other issues impacting on asylum seeking 
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families. This part is interspersed with comments made by the individual asylum 

seekers.  

 

Part 3 outlines our conclusions and contains a summary of changes we would like the 

Inquiry to consider formulating as recommendations.  



 
  
 

 
  

PART ONE 

 

Number of people in receipt of asylum support in Northern Ireland  

 

Northern Ireland asylum-related data has always been difficult to obtain. What we do 

know is that, as of mid November 2012, there were 370 NASS supported people in 

Northern Ireland, of which 88 were single applicants. 9  This means that 282 family 

members were receiving NASS support although we do not know how many family units 

this includes. We know that some families are large although there is also a number of 

lone parent families with one or two children. 

 

We understand that less than 10% of all asylum applications received in Northern 

Ireland in 2012 are from families.10 The majority of asylum seekers tend to live in the 

Belfast area.  

 

Current rates of support11
: 

 

Weekly NASS payments are:  

 Single person aged 18 or over, excluding lone parent: £36.62 
 Qualifying couple (married or in a civil partnership): £72.52 
 Lone parent aged 18 or over: £43.94 
 Person aged at least 16, but under 18 (except a member of a qualifying couple): 

£39.80 
 Person aged under 16: £52.96. 

Children aged between one and three years receive an extra £3 a week. A baby under 

the age of 12 months receives an extra £5 a week.  Pregnant women receive an extra 

£3 a week and can apply for a £300 UKBA maternity payment.  

 

Asylum support and destitution 

A 2009 UKBA consultation noted that the overall amount spent on the asylum support 

system has halved over the preceding six years.12 This downward trend is confirmed by 

                                                           
9
 These figures were provided to Law Centre on the understanding that they provide a snapshot only of 

the current position at 14/11/2012. The figures are subject to change and indicators only. These numbers 
correspond to data found in the UK wide Asylum & Immigration Statistics (July –September 2012, Volume 
5), which states that in the 3

rd
 quarter of 2012, 310 people were receiving NASS support in Northern 

Ireland.  
10

 Figures provided to Law Centre by UKBA in November 2012 
11

 http://www.ukba.homeoffice.gov.uk/asylum/support/cashsupport/currentsupportamounts/  

http://www.ukba.homeoffice.gov.uk/asylum/support/cashsupport/currentsupportamounts/


 
  
 

 
  

recent migration statistics showing that the number of asylum seekers continue to fall.13 

At the same time, NASS rates have been cut.14  When NASS was first established in 

1999, it was set at 70% of Income Support. The rationale for this 30% shortfall was that 

asylum seekers do not have the same outgoings as other families –primarily in relation 

to household expenses and energy bills. However, the NASS rate now equates to just 

55% of Income Support. It is pertinent to note that Income Support is set at a rate to 

meet the minimum subsistence level defined by the government. The expectation from 

the outset is therefore that asylum seekers should live on almost half the amount of 

money considered by the government as necessary for „minimum subsistence‟.  

A person who has no means to meet her/his “essential living needs” is deemed 

destitute.15 Evidence from asylum support organisations in Northern Ireland shows that 

many asylum seekers in receipt of asylum support meet this definition as they are 

relying heavily on charitable support. 

Destitution extracts a high toll on individuals, their families and communities. It can 

affect physical health and mental health (with extreme anxiety, depression and post 

traumatic stress being most commonly cited conditions) and may place an unbearable 

stress on relationships between family and friends as „good will‟ support cannot always 

be sustained. 16  Destitution may make asylum seekers particularly vulnerable to 

exploitation and criminality and may also negatively impact on community cohesion and 

social exclusion.17   

 

Case study A 

 

A is a lone parent from a country in the Horn of Africa who is supporting her 3 teenage 

children. A has lived in Northern Ireland for 18 months and is in receipt of s.95 NASS 

totaling approximately £173 a week. 

 

A currently spends almost one quarter of her NASAS income on transport, spending 

£38 a week on bus fares for her three children to attend school. This leaves her with 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
12

UKBA consultation document, „Reforming Asylum Support: Effective Support for those with Protection 
Needs‟ (2009) 
13

 Home Office, Immigration Statistics, July – September 2012, Table as. 15 and section on „Long-term 
trends in support applications‟: http://www.homeoffice.gov.uk/publications/science-research-
statistics/research-statistics/immigration-asylum-research/immigration-q3-2012/asylum3-q3-2012  
14

 In October 2009, support for an adult asylum seeker aged 18+ was reduced from £42.16 to £35.13.  
This was increased by 49 pence and now stands at £36.62 
15

 Immigration and Asylum Act 1999, s.95 (3) 
16

 ICAR, „Destitution amongst refugees and asylum seekers in the UK‟ (May 2006) 
17

 Ibid. 

http://www.homeoffice.gov.uk/publications/science-research-statistics/research-statistics/immigration-asylum-research/immigration-q3-2012/asylum3-q3-2012
http://www.homeoffice.gov.uk/publications/science-research-statistics/research-statistics/immigration-asylum-research/immigration-q3-2012/asylum3-q3-2012


 
  
 

 
  

£135 to meet all her family‟s other expenses.  

 

Case study B 

 

B is a lone parent from a country in the Horn of Africa. She receives £96.90 a week in 

s.95 NASS to support herself and her 4 year old son. She has been living in Belfast for 

5 months. 

 

Case study C 

 

C is also a lone parent from a country in the Horn of Africa. She is supporting two  

young children. C‟s asylum application was processed extremely quickly and she was 

granted refugee status after just two weeks. C spent two weeks being supported in 

NASS accommodation and received a total of £270. 

 

 

 

 

 

  

  



 
  
 

 
  

PART TWO 

 

 

1. Is there any evidence of the effects of income poverty on children’s 

development, well-being and their life chances? If so, what are the effects? 

 

We are not aware of any Northern Ireland long-term study documenting the effect of 

asylum-related income poverty on children‟s development. However, in this paper, we 

outline numerous examples where poverty is affecting children‟s ability to access 

education, socialize, enjoy their childhood etc.  

 

It is noteworthy that the Northern Ireland Child Poverty Strategy makes no reference to 

asylum seeking or refugee children.18 Despite this lack of „official recognition‟ of the 

poverty faced by these families, the experience of NGOs and community groups is that 

severe poverty is a pressing issue for many families. 

 

Barnardo‟s NI has found that asylum seeking and ethnic minority families tend to have a 

very low level of service use despite having relatively high levels of need.19 The reasons 

for this low level of service use include cultural, linguistic barriers as well as poverty. We 

are concerned that this low level of service use, combined with a lack of English 

language skills, effectively „masks‟ developmental needs in some asylum seeking 

children. Such needs tend to be identified earlier in resident children who are regularly 

participating in services such as pre-school activities. For example, Barnardo‟s NI is 

providing speech and language assistance to a number of newcomer asylum seeking 

children. Clearly, failure to identify specific needs at an early age will have a negative 

impact on children‟s development and life chances.  

 

2. The government’s stated objective for the asylum system is that it provides 

for the ‘essential living needs’ for those who would otherwise be destitute. 

In your view, is this currently the case. 

 

Our view is that the asylum support system is inadequate at meeting all essential 

needs. 

A is happy when her children are attending school. Her children receive free school 

meals and so A knows they eat a proper lunch. However, she worries that her children 

                                                           
18

 Asylum seekers/refugees are also not covered in the DSD, ‘Households Below Average Income: An analysis of the 
income distribution in Northern Ireland 2009/10’ (2011) 
19

 Barnardo‟s NI, „ Barnardo‟s NI Evaluation Report on Tuar Caetha Services‟ (June 2012), page 2 



 
  
 

 
  

do not eat well during school holidays and weekends; indeed she can only afford to 

cook twice a day – breakfast and dinner. Her children are often hungry during the day 

but they understand that money is very tight. 

 

The women who provided information reported that fresh fruit and vegetables are simply 

too expensive to eat daily, as is fresh meat. All the women are concerned about their 

children‟s diets and worry that they are not eating enough nutritious food. 

 

NICRAS echoed these concerns and additionally reported that „ethnic‟ and „halal‟ food is 

expensive and difficult to find in some areas of Belfast where NASS accommodation is 

situated. NICRAS reported that some parents put their children first, buying fresh 

produce for their children and eating cheaper „bulk‟ alternatives themselves.  

 

Running a telephone can be expensive and yet asylum seekers require to be in 

telephone contact with their GP, their lawyers and their children‟s schools.   Immigration 

advice, interaction with healthcare and education services are clearly essential living 

needs for asylum seekers and yet access can be limited by telephone credit.  

There is a constant demand on charities for warm clothes, shoes and bedding. Given 

that transport costs are such that many families have to walk everywhere, quality winter 

clothes and waterproof jackets are essential items and yet are prohibitively expensive. 

Support organizations report they do what they can to provide clothing. 

3. Are the current levels of support provided to asylum seeking children and 

families adequate in meeting the needs of children and young people?  

 

No. Reports repeatedly show that the current system of NASS support is inadequate at 

meeting the ends of asylum seekers and their families.20 All the support organisations 

consulted for this response regularly assist families who are currently within the asylum 

support system. This demonstrates that the current levels of support are wholly 

inadequate.   

This year to date, the Red Cross has assisted 37 families in Northern Ireland including 

96 children meet essential needs by providing food, clothes and also by providing 

orientation. 
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 e.g. ICAR briefing May 2006, „Destitution amongst refugees and asylum seekers in the UK‟; Oxfam and 
Refugee Council, „Poverty and Asylum in the UK‟, 2002; Still Human Still Here, „Briefing Paper on 
destitute refused asylum seekers‟, February 2009, Red Cross, „Not gone, but forgotten: the urgent need 
for a more humane asylum system‟ (2010). 



 
  
 

 
  

Since Storehouse opened in June 2012, it has served approximately 150 asylum 

seeking or refugee families or individuals. Approximately 65-75% of all Storehouse 

cases are families presenting with children. Storehouse provides clothing, basic bedding 

as well as some items of furniture. In addition, Storehouse provides around 400 meals 

worth of food every week for NICRAS to distribute.  

 

NICRAS distributes approximately £1000 a month in monetary support to its members 

through its Welfare Fund. For the first half of this financial year, it provided assistance in 

130 cases of which 26 cases involved families. In the majority of cases, the recipients 

are asylum seekers (including refused asylum seekers). However, NICRAS also assists 

in a significant number of cases where the recipient is destitute and outside of the 

NASS system. NICRAS usually provides £10 a week to individuals but provides more to 

families. In addition, NICRAS distributes 60 – 110 food parcels each month (the 

contents of the parcels depend on whether they are feeding individuals or families). 

NICRAS tends to support individuals and families over a regular basis (including some 

who have been collecting parcels for years and are still in the system). NICRAS is 

currently providing food parcels to 12 families, the majority of whom are waiting for 

benefit payments post refugee status or are in receipt of NASS support. 

Barnardo‟s NI provides a range of services and material support to new mothers and 

their children including nappies, prams, etc. 

EMBRACE provides short-term assistance to meet desperate needs that cannot be met 

elsewhere. EMBRACE provides support to destitute migrants including asylum seekers 

and refugees. The type of support that EMBRACE can provide includes assistance 

paying for emergency accommodation, travel and transport costs as well as one-off 

payments for fuel, etc.  

St Vincent de Paul provides a range of support services to families in need, including 

asylum seekers and refugees. Different types of support can be provided depending on 

needs. Support can include: food vouchers, bedding, clothing, household items and 

furniture, prams and other items for babies, Christmas hampers, toys and bicycles. 

Financial support can also be provided for fuel, including oil deliveries, school uniforms, 

school trips, after-school activities, funeral costs as well as emergency travel costs. In 

addition, St Vincent de Paul can arrange home visits to provide tutoring and also 

organizes language classes. Support can be provided on a one-off or an ongoing basis. 

St Vincent de Paul‟s recording systems do not currently allow staff to identify the total 

amount of support provided to asylum seekers or refugees. Nonetheless, St Vincent de 

Paul receives a significant number of referrals from asylum support organizations such 

as NICRAS. 



 
  
 

 
  

Homeplus21 provides a drop-in centre for destitute foreign nationals, including asylum 

seekers, seven days a week. It provides a safe communal venue as well as a range of 

support services including: hot meals, clothes, blankets, shower facilities, healthcare 

clinics, advice on benefits, assistance with accessing employment and training, 

interpreting, advocacy, etc.  

The above is by no means an exhaustive list of the charities providing support to asylum 

seekers and refugees in Northern Ireland. However, the fact that so many organisations 

are involved for a relatively small refugee community indicates that the asylum support 

system is simply not adequate. 

4. Is the accommodation provided to asylum-seeking families effective in 

keeping children safe and promoting their welfare. 

 

A has moved accommodation three times in 18 months. A has experienced two house 

fires in just 12 months. There is an active hate crime investigation underway by the 

PSNI. On both occasions, the family escaped without harm although they do not feel 

safe in the property and are anxious about further attacks and fires. 

 

A reported the fires to the UKBA, provided copies of the police reports and requested to 

be moved to a different address although so far she has not been offered alternative 

accommodation. A has not receive any additional financial support despite the fact that 

some items were damaged in the fires.  

 

B is housed in NASS accommodation in North Belfast. As the various support 

organizations are primarily found in South Belfast, B spends a lot of her money on bus 

tickets. There are very few people from a minority ethnic background living in her area 

and she feels very isolated. Children often throw stones at her as she walks to her 

house. B has tried to speak to the children but with little success. She has not had any 

contact with the children‟s parents and does not want to go to the police. She has 

notified the UKBA but has been informed that alternative accommodation cannot be 

provided until her solicitor writes a letter. This has not yet been resolved. 

 

C was housed for two weeks in NASS accommodation in South Belfast. She was happy 

with her accommodation and felt safe. However, she did encounter a difficulty when 

moving out of NASS accommodation as she had no money to pay for transport to assist 

her move her family‟s belongings.  

 

                                                           
21

 http://www.homeplusni.org/services.html  
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The rigidity of the asylum support system and the allocation of NASS accommodation 

on a „no choice‟ basis is a cause for concern. NICRAS and HAPANI are regularly in 

contact with the Northern Ireland Housing Executive to report complaints and problems 

with properties.22 Although some of the properties are of good standard, some are old 

and poorly insulated.  

 

As highlighted above, some asylum seekers have experienced racial harassment at 

their properties or in their neighborhoods but moving accommodation can be difficult. In 

general, support organizations feel that hate crime is underreported. There are many 

reasons why asylum seekers are reluctant to go to the police, one of which is 

fear/distrust of enforcement agencies due to their experiences in their country of origin 

and fear of reprisals. Some of these issues are considered in a recent report on the 

Horn of Africa community in Northern Ireland.23  

 

Heating is a constant problem for support organizations. In some houses, heating is 

paid for by a meter and sometimes it runs out. It is often the case that the landlord 

chooses only to deal with the NIHE and will not respond to calls from the asylum seeker 

tenant. This means that if the heating runs out outside of NIHE working hours (eg Friday 

evening) then the family is without heat until the next working day. 

 

Other landlords set the heating themselves and access to the controls is locked. 

Heating is often limited to a couple of hours in the morning and evening. This does not 

take account of particularly cold conditions. The fact that families cannot control their 

own heating is another example of their „enforced‟ helplessness. 

 

A has experienced difficulties with her NASS landlord. On two occasions she has run 

out of oil and required assistance from a charity. The landlord maintains that he is only 

paid to provide 300litres of oil every two months. The landlord has now locked the 

heating system and so there is 2 hours of heat in the morning and two hours in the 

evening. A is prepared to accept this from Monday to Friday when her children are at 

school, but she worries about them being in a cold house during weekends/holidays. 

 

It is of course the case that energy should not be wasted and that landlords should not 

be required to foot „limitless‟ energy bills. Clearly, a medium to long-term solution to 
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 Current arrangements for NASS services are contracted through UKBA through the COMPASS 
contract. Initial/Emergency Accomodation services are delivered by Orchard and Shipan. Bryson One 
Stop Service delivers a wrap around service for EA clients. Dispersal arrangements for these service 
users moving on from the EA service into s.95 NASS are sub contracted to the NI Housing Executive by 
Orchard and Shipman. 
23

 Institute for Conflict Research, „The Horn of Africa Community in Belfast: A Needs Assessment‟ (2012) 



 
  
 

 
  

address this would be to improve the housing stock to ensure that housing is better 

insulated and therefore requires less heating. NICRAS also suggests that asylum 

seekers would benefit from a more thorough induction process where they are given 

advice on how to minimize energy use and keep warm during the winters. 

 

Although the refugee support organizations report a number of problems with 

accommodation, they are extremely appreciative of the work of the Housing Executive 

staff. NICRAS praises some staff members in particular for their professional and 

prompt response to all sorts of problems and queries. However, NICRAS notes that 

some of the problems (as highlighted above) are outside of the NIHE remit. 

 

5. Does the current asylum support system enable children in asylum-seeking 

families to have a standard of living adequate for a child’s physical, mental, 

spiritual, moral and social development? 

 

No, see response to question 1. In addition, we have grave concerns about how poverty 

is impacted on children‟s education. The following case study shows that, in some 

instances, parents cannot afford to send their children to school. 

A‟s children started attending school in West Belfast, where she lived for 2 months. The 

family was then transferred to South Belfast but her children continue to attend school in 

West Belfast. The children are settled at school and A does not wish to move them. 

However, the children have to catch two buses to get to school and A spends almost a 

quarter of her income on transport.  

 

One week, A ran out of money completely and could not pay the bus fares. Her children 

walked to school, a roundtrip of several miles. A‟s youngest child suffers from bad 

asthma and A decided that the distance was too much for him. Accordingly he stayed at 

home and missed his classes. 

 

A worries that she cannot afford to meet any additional school costs. Occasionally, the 

school asks parents to provide items of stationery or particular books. A cannot afford to 

do so and she is conscious that this causes distress for her oldest son in particular. 

 

Poverty brings with it other practical barriers too in terms of education. Barnardo‟s NI 

notes that poverty prevents children participating in after class or extra-curricular 

activities where there are associated costs (however modest) or where specialist 

equipment or materials are required. Barnardo‟s NI concludes that it is extremely 

difficult for this group of children to become properly integrated at school.  



 
  
 

 
  

 

Older children are often acutely aware of their asylum seeking status and of their 

associated poverty. NICRAS reports that this awareness affects children differently. 

Some children are reticent about socializing as they know that they have no money and 

cannot join in whichever proposed activity. This can lead to avoidance and isolation.  

Other children seek to hide their family‟s poverty. These „coping‟ behaviours may take 

their toll on the child‟s development.  

 

6. Does the current system have any impact on children’s long term 

outcomes and opportunities in the future?  

 

Yes, see above. 

In addition, the children of asylum seekers in England, Wales and Northern Ireland are 

not eligible for „home student‟ status at university. This means that young people are 

unable to progress beyond secondary school. Arrangements are different in Scotland 

and asylum seekers can qualify as „home students‟. 

A‟s oldest son is currently preparing for his A-level exams. While his peers are thinking 

about which university to go to, her son has no idea whether he will be able to go to 

continue his studies. This uncertainty is making it difficult for him to focus on his exams. 

 

7. How does the current support system affect families where there is a child 

or parent with a disability? 

 

As outlined above, the asylum support system is inadequate for any family. This 

inadequacy is compounded where there is a child or parent with a disability given the 

additional costs associated with caring for a disabled child.24 

Barnardo‟s NI has documented some of the difficulties of families in Northern Ireland 

living with children with disabilities such as cerebral palsy and spina bifida.25  The 

families described how a significant portion of their NASS income was spent meeting 

the associated costs of disability. In some instances, the families have gone without 

essentials to meet these costs. 
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 It can cost three times more to raise a disabled child. Contact a Family, „Counting the Costs 2012: the 
financial reality for families with disabled children across the UK‟ (2012) p.4. 
25

 Barnardo‟s NI, „Supporting refugee and asylum seeking families living in Northern Ireland‟ (June 2011), 
p 20-21 



 
  
 

 
  

Barnardo‟s NI has called for disability-related benefits to be extended to all asylum 

seeking children and families who would otherwise be eligible through the social 

security system. 26   Disability affects all families. It is wholly unjustifiable that, unlike the 

general UK population, asylum seeking families with a disabled child are not entitled to 

claim disability allowances. 

In the Coalition Programme for Government, the government outlined its belief that 

people needing care deserve to be treated with dignity and respect. It is also committed 

itself to easing the cost burden that disability brings.27 Quite simply, the current asylum 

support system does not offer dignity or respect for asylum seeking families – especially 

where disabilities are present. 

A‟s oldest son receives ongoing treatment for trauma. A tries to shield him from 

additional worries such as the family‟s financial struggles. A little extra income would 

give her a little respite.  

 

8. Are there any other circumstances where children may be particularly 

adversely affected by the levels of asylum support? 

 

Pregnant asylum seekers report particular difficulties in maintaining good health 

throughout pregnancy. The additional NASS support of £3 a week for pregnant women 

is pitiful. The maternity grant of £300 is insufficient to meet the cost of a baby.  

Where families are not eligible to apply for the Sure Start Grant, NICRAS applies to the 

Buttle Trust for assistance on a case-by-case basis. Although NICRAS welcomes this 

source of funding, obtaining monetary support in this way is time-consuming for 

NICRAS and the Trust can only provide assistance on a “one off” basis (regardless of 

the number of children). Furthermore, assistance usually totals to £200, which barely 

covers the cost of a pram. 

Consequently, charities such as NICRAS, Barnardo‟s NI, EMBRACE and others, 

regularly provide new mothers with material assistance such as prams, nappies, baby 

toys, etc. In addition, Barnardo‟s NI provides a range of support services for new 

mothers from one-to-one home visits and support to group activities. These are vital 

services for the mothers and babies. In many cases these mothers do not engage in 
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 ibid. 
27

 
http://www.direct.gov.uk/prod_consum_dg/groups/dg_digitalassets/@dg/@en/documents/digitalasset/dg_
187876.pdf p.30. 

http://www.direct.gov.uk/prod_consum_dg/groups/dg_digitalassets/@dg/@en/documents/digitalasset/dg_187876.pdf
http://www.direct.gov.uk/prod_consum_dg/groups/dg_digitalassets/@dg/@en/documents/digitalasset/dg_187876.pdf


 
  
 

 
  

more mainstream post-natal services in part due to the cost associated with travelling to 

mother and baby sessions, etc.  

NCB research highlights that parents lack the „nest building‟ equipment usually 

associated with newborn babies – cots, baby clothes or sterilizing equipment. NCB 

concludes that from early on in their lives, these children are at a disadvantage when 

compared to babies born of settled mothers who have had antenatal care and the time 

and resources to prepare for childbirth.28 

 

As outlined above, some families are accommodated in housing which is some distance 

from the various support organizations – most of which are found in and around the 

South Belfast area. This means that these families might find it more difficult to access 

the support and assistance they need. Clearly if parents are having to spend more 

money on bus travel, there will be less money to spend on other living costs.  

As a more general point, because families are struggling on a day-to-day basis, there is 

rarely any extra money to celebrate special occasions such as birthdays or religious 

festivals. NICRAS reports that some parents do their best to save up for special 

occasions by foregoing food where they can. 

 

A expressed her upset about not being able to celebrate her children‟s birthdays for the 

last 3 years. She appreciates her children‟s efforts to help her economize but does not 

want them to bear the burden of trying to manage financially. She wishes she could 

occasionally buy them presents. 

 

Travel is also an unaffordable luxury and this is felt by children themselves. A child  

interviewed in the NCB research commented on feeling restricted due to her family‟s 

status:  

…if you were born here you get to travel around… we don’t get to travel or go 

around because we are asylum seekers and refugees…29 

 

NICRAS does what it can to assist families in relation to special occasions and holidays. 

For example it hosts a Christmas party each year and sources presents for all the 

children. It also works in partnership with Corrymeela to take a number of asylum 

seeking families away to the North Coast for a week‟s holiday. However, despite 

excellent work such as this taking place, such initiatives cannot mitigate the negative 
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 National Children‟s Bureau NI, „New to Northern Ireland: a study of the issues faced by migrant, asylum 
seeking and refugee children in Northern Ireland‟ (2010), p44 
29

 Ibid, p.61 



 
  
 

 
  

impact of asylum seeking children being conscious of their „difference‟ due to their 

immigration status and the poverty this entails.  

9. What is the impact on children and parents of the fact that parents are not 

allowed to work? 

 

It is worth recalling that the Joint Committee on Human Rights described the denial of 

the right to work as a “deliberate policy of destitution” and concluded that the UK‟s 

treatment of asylum seekers falls below the requirements of the common law of 

humanity and of international human rights law: 

We consider that by refusing permission for most asylum seekers to work and 

operating a system of support which results in widespread destitution, the 

treatment of asylum seekers in a number of cases reaches the Article 3 ECHR 

threshold of inhuman and degrading treatment.30  

NICRAS is concerned that this policy is negatively impacting on the aspirations of 

children in school. If children see their parents at home, day in day out, how can they be 

motivated to think about their own employment prospects and to do well at school? 

NICRAS also reports that this policy of „enforced idleness‟ results in tensions within 

families.  They note that some parents find it hard to command the respect of their 

children when they are so powerless in providing for their family. 

 

A wants to work. She is well qualified woman who, in addition to raising her family in 

Belfast, has taken every possible opportunity to further her education and vocational 

skills. She does not want to receive benefits but simply wants the opportunity to 

support her own family herself. She wants to feel like a „normal person‟ and, equally 

importantly, she wants to set an example to her children by showing them the value of 

working hard. 

 

All the contributing organizations believe that asylum seekers should be given 

permission to work. Asylum seekers should have full access to the labour market. In 

2010, the right to apply for permission to work (which, in any case, only applied in 

limited circumstances), was further restricted to work on the Shortage Occupation List.31 

We understand that only two asylum seekers have applied for permission to work in 
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Northern Ireland this year to date.32 It is our view that this demonstrates that the current 

policy is so restrictive it is almost meaningless.  

 

Granting work permission is arguably the most advantageous and cost effective way of 

supporting asylum seekers. It would bring innumerable benefits for parents, their 

children and to the public purse. 

 

10. Are there any concerns about the current administration of the asylum 

support system with relation to children? 

 

There is a general consensus among consultees that the asylum support system is 

administered quickly especially where families are involved. Consultees largely attribute 

this to the staff at Bryson One Stop Service, who are very prompt at assisting families 

apply for support.  

However, there are instances where there are delays in providing NASS support. 

Indeed, in the first half of this financial year, NICRAS provided support in 14 cases 

where there was a delay in issuing NASS support (this figure does not distinguish 

between individuals and family cases). 

Although Law Centre can provide legal support for our clients to challenge refusals to 

provide NASS support, we are conscious that there is limited legal representation 

available in Northern Ireland on asylum support cases.33 Access to the legal system is 

essential especially because the quality of decision making within the asylum support 

process is poor.34   

Our main concern with administration relates to post refugee status for families. The 

period of transition from asylum seeking to refugee status has proven to be extremely 

problematic for families. There are a whole host of processes to navigate such as 

finding accommodation, obtaining the necessary identity documents, securing benefit, 

accessing employment, etc. Refugees face a number of obstacles along the way such 

asthe difficulty of having to produce original or certified copies of identity documents, 

delays in UKBA issuing Residence Permits (often required for identity purposes) and 

language barriers.  
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In a recent Law Centre case, it took the UKBA almost two months to issue Biometric 

Residence Permits to the applicant‟s two children. This caused considerable difficulties 

to the children‟s mother, a lone parent, who was informed that the benefit applications, 

including Education Maintenance Allowance, could not be processed without the UKBA 

identity card. Note that UKBA information indicates that Biometric Residence Permits 

should be issued within ten days.35 

C is struggling in the transition between NASS and the benefit system. She was granted 

refugee status at the end of September 2012. She currently receives Income Support of 

£70 a week. She submitted an application for Child Benefit and Child Tax Credit. She is 

still waiting for a decision (she has been advised it will take up to 26 weeks).  

 

She is currently living in temporary family hostel accommodation. C is currently 

spending £40 a week on electricity. This leaves her with just £30 a week to feed herself 

and her two children.  

 

C applied for a Crisis Fund but this was refused.  

 

It is our experience that benefits processed by HMRC are particularly slow – namely 

Child Benefit and Child Tax Credit. Waiting periods of six months, and longer in some 

instances, are not uncommon. Because some Social Security Agency benefits are paid 

relatively promptly, the result is that some families have to survive for months on the 

parents‟ Jobseekers Allowance or Income Support only. Clearly this poses particular 

challenges for single parents. 

In theory there is a Fast Track process available for refugees whereby a person can 

make a claim to HMRC for tax credits through the Social Security Agency as part of a 

claim for other benefits. This process has been available in England for some time, 

however, it was not being operated in Northern Ireland. The scheme is now in place,36 

however, initial experience is that it is not working smoothly and that claimants continue 

to face delays. It often takes the threat of legal action for payments to be made.  

Unfortunately, it is the case that some families face the most severe poverty not while 

they are asylum seekers but when they are refugees. The reality in these circumstances 

is that families must rely on charitable support despite having a clear entitlement to 

statutory assistance. It is telling that approximately one third of NICRAS‟s Welfare Fund 
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in recent months was given to people waiting for benefit applications to be processed. 

As outlined above, it is usually benefit payments to children that are particularly 

delayed.  

We believe that one way to address this problem is to make legislative provision to 

extend NASS support (including financial support and accommodation) until 

accommodation and benefits have been secured. We therefore urge this Inquiry to 

recommend a change to the Asylum Support (Amendment) Regulations 2002 so as to 

afford some flexibilty.37 The UKBA has a duty to the welfare of children and we believe it 

would be in keeping with this duty for UKBA to provide NASS accommodation until 

satisfactory arrangements are in place. 38   

11. How often do you see families with no financial support whatsoever?  

 

We aware of some cases where families have no financial support at all. These families 

are in Northern Ireland for different reasons. 

In a recent Law Centre case, the family was destitute while waiting for an application for 

Discretionary Leave to Remain to be determined. Although the family was not eligible to 

apply for refugee status there were nonetheless compelling reasons as to why the 

family could not return to their country of origin. Social Services agreed to provide 

support to the children through duties under Community Care law. The family also 

received support through a charitable source. In cases like this, where both parents are 

subject to the No Recourse to Public Funds rule and are barred from employment, there 

is always a concern that the parents may be assessed as not being able to provide 

appropriate care for their children and raise Child Protection issues. 

Cases like these are difficult and often given rise to complex legal issues combining 

children‟s law, immigration law and international human rights law. Such cases clearly 

present difficulties to Social Services who have to find a way of reconciling their duties 

to children with a need to protect public resources. Unfortunately it is often only with 

legal assistance that individuals succeed in obtaining support in these instances. We 

have a concern that we do not know the full scale of cases involving destitute families 

(see below section on „unknown destitution‟).  

There is a strong case to make provision for destitute families, who are seeking to 

regularize their leave through an application for Discretionary Leave or other kind of 
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immigration application, to be able to apply for NASS support. This would then give 

families access to other support such as free school meals and free school uniforms. 

12. Are there any concerns about the use of the Azure payment card in relation 

to children? 

 

Thankfully, most asylum seekers in Northern Ireland are in receipt of s.95 support. 

However, there have been instances of families with young children receiving s.4 

support only. This usually occurs where an asylum seeker has a baby after having 

received a refusal on an asylum application. 

Support is provided by the Azure” card system. The “Azure” card is a form of „cashless‟ 

support, which has been described by the Refugee Council as „inhumane and 

ineffective‟.39 

The Azure card can only be used in certain shops and does not allow the individual to 

use public transport, access charity shops or specialist shops, use public phones, etc.  

The Azure card is not easy to use. There is no cheap and easy way to check the 

remaining balance: the Azure card does not produce a statement and store operators 

are unable to provide the balance at the checkout as they can with „gift cards‟. In 

addition, the card‟s balance is „wiped‟ at the end of each week save for £5 and so 

applicants cannot save up for more expensive items such as winter clothing. Finally, the 

card cannot be used if the bill exceeds the amount on the card so there is no option of 

paying the remainder with cash or gift cards (often provided by support organisations). 

Invariably this means that the card holder will always spend less than is technically 

available on the card. Unless a person is meticulous with their spending, budgeting and 

managing receipts (no easy feat when doing it in a foreign language), she will always be 

„out of pocket‟ when using the Azure card.  

Back in 2007, the Joint Committee on Human Right‟s review of the treatment of asylum 

seekers recommended the introduction of a „coherent, unified, simplified and accessible 

system of support for asylum seekers, from arrival until voluntary departure or 

compulsory departure‟.40  Five years later and this recommendation remains equally 

valid. There is no justification for providing varying services of support – especially when 

there are children involved. Certainly no family should be on s.4 support. 
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13. Do you think there are any adverse effects of increasing asylum support 

levels for children and families? Would greater levels of support attract 

greater numbers of asylum seekers or migrants? 

 

We cannot give a conclusive answer here although we are not aware of any evidence 

that suggests that the NASS system is a „pull factor‟ for migrants. Research suggests 

that access to welfare benefits or employment are not significant „pull factors‟. 41  In 

reality, asylum seekers have very little idea (or control) over their destination.42 Despite 

this, the Home Office continues to maintain that a change in policy may leave the 

asylum system open to „abuse‟.43  

 

In any event, the asylum support system should not be designed with the intention to 

reduce the number of asylum seekers. The right to claim asylum is universal. A humane 

asylum support system is necessary to support asylum seekers exercise this right. It is 

unjustifiable, for example, that the asylum support system includes a number of built in 

penalties whereby, for example, asylum seekers are denied access to NASS if they not 

claim asylum as soon as „reasonably practical‟ – usually deemed to be within 72 

hours.44 

 

‘Unknown’ destitution  

 

It is clear to all those working in the area of asylum support that there is a considerable 

amount of need within the community in Northern Ireland. We are mindful that the 

relatively small size of the refugee community means that many (perhaps most) asylum 

seekers and families have links with support organizations. Northern Ireland is fortunate 

in this regard as it means that support organizations have a good grasp of the issues 

and are able, subject to resources, to provide assistance. 

 

However, we are also mindful that we do not know the full extent of destitution as it is 

very likely that some cases remain unknown even to support organizations.  
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As outlined at the response to question 1, there is low level of service use among 

asylum seeking and ethnic minorities despite a relatively high level of need.45 There are 

multiple reasons for this low level of service. One reason is a „fear of failing‟ within the 

community and, specifically, a fear that children will be taken into care if the family is 

unable to meet their needs due to poverty.  

 

Refugee support organisations witness this fear in respect of families at the transition 

stage or family reunification stage. Some parents, especially those who are 

experiencing poverty due to delays in processing Child Benefit or Child Tax Credit, are 

reluctant to move into social housing. One reason for this reluctance is that the extent of 

the family‟s poverty will become evident during the process of assessing the family for 

eligibility for homelessness support and assistance. Parents worry that once their 

poverty becomes „known‟, they will be deemed unable to provide appropriate care. 

Families are thus increasing opting for accommodation in the private sector - usually 

against the advice of refugee support and advice organizations. This results in a 

different set of problems relating to deposits, contracts, etc. and may push families 

further away from support services.  

 

NICRAS also points out that some individuals find it extremely difficult to come and ask 

for help in feeding their family. Despite the best efforts of charities, this can be a very 

demeaning and unacceptable process for some people. Consequently, some families 

who are in need do not come forward.  

 

Asylum process and delays 

While we recognize that the scope of this parliamentary inquiry is limited only to the 

asylum support, it is clear that the NASS system must be seen in context. These final 

comments therefore relate to the asylum process, delays and the reporting requirement.  

 

The majority of families interviewed by Barnardo‟s NI in a recent Northern Ireland study 

have been waiting on average of four years for a final decision.46 We recognize that 

UKBA is working towards speeding up decisions and indeed, as highlighted by case 

study “C”, some decisions are being extremely promptly. This is to be welcomed. 

 

                                                           
45

 Barnardos, „ Barnardo‟s NI Evaluation Report on Tuar Caetha Services‟ (June 2012), p. 2. 
46

 Barnardo‟s NI (2011), p. 29 



 
  
 

 
  

However, many families live in receipt of NASS support for several years: 7 years in one 

case highlighted by Barnardo‟s NI.47 This indeterminate „limbo‟ is perhaps the biggest 

„flaw‟ in the system and the one which is most difficult to for families to manage.  All the 

families interviewed by Barnardo‟s NI expressed a wish for the asylum process to be 

concluded more quickly so they could get on with their lives and feel part of society.  

 

Indeed, when asked for concluding thoughts on the asylum support process, B‟s main 

criticism was directed not at the NASS system but instead at the asylum process. B has 

been waiting for 6 months and she still has not had an opportunity to put forward her 

reasons for claiming asylum at a substantive asylum interview. B is prepared to endure 

the difficulties posed by the NASS system if she knows it is for a finite period of time.  

 

Reporting at UKBA 

 

The requirement for asylum seekers to „report‟ at Drumkeen House (UKBA in Belfast) 

also creates difficulties for parents and their children. In 2011, Drumkeen House 

confirmed that families no longer need to report together as a single unit; children no 

longer need to report regularly with their parents. This was a welcome development. 

However, it is clear that not all issues have been resolved. 

 

For the first 8 months, A had to report weekly at UKBA. Eventually, her reporting 

restrictions were reduced to once a month. A explains that the reporting regime is very 

strict and there is no flexibility afforded to asylum seekers, including those with families. 

On one occasion, when her youngest child was sick at home, A tried to report earlier 

than usual (9am rather than 11am) so she could get back to her child who was being 

cared for at home. The staff at Drumkeen House would not admit her into the reporting 

centre and told her to return at 11am. A could not afford to go home and take another 

bus later and so she waited for two hours outside the reporting centre. 

 

B reports every two weeks. She takes her 4 year old son with her. It is a long journey 

from North Belfast and she has to cross a lot of busy roads. There are no facilities for 

her child when she gets to Drumkeen House. She does not have any option though as 

she does not have anyone to care for her son. 

 

We would query the rationale of the reporting requirement, especially for parents. In the 

above example, a mother was required to report on a weekly basis for eight months 

resulting in considerable difficulties for the family at times.  
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We would urge UKBA Caseowners to take a much more proactive approach to 

assessing the risk of „absconding‟ with families and to reduce reporting requirements 

accordingly.  

 

 

  



 
  
 

 
  

PART THREE  

Mainstreaming asylum seeking children  

 

Now that the UK has withdrawn its general reservation on immigration matters from the 

UN Convention on the Rights of the Child,48 the best interests of the child should be 

treated as a primary consideration in actions concerning children.49 Furthermore, the 

Secretary of State is required to have regard to the need to safeguard and promote the 

welfare of children in all immigration, asylum or nationality decisions. 50  The 

safeguarding and promoting duty extends beyond protecting from harm: it encompasses 

a duty to promote optimum life chances.51 

 

We believe that the current asylum support system fails in the primary duty to protect 

asylum seeking children from harm. Far from promoting life chances, we have pointed 

to several examples where we believe the poverty caused by the asylum support 

system is negatively impacting on children‟s development, well-being and their life 

chances.  

 

Justin Kouame, Chair of NICRAS, speaks passionately on the subject of asylum 

seeking children: 

 

Our children [the children of the refugee community] are not any different to any 

other child. Why do they continue to put so many obstacles and barriers around 

them? Why can our children not have the same opportunities as every other 

child? 

 

It is quite clear that poverty is widespread among the asylum seeking and refugee 

populations on Northern Ireland. The statutory system has failed these families. It is 

only through the efforts of a number of charitable organizations that families are able to 

feed and clothe their children. This is a humanitarian issue and needs to be considered 

by those agencies in Northern Ireland with duties towards these children. As highlighted 

in a recent Red Cross report:  
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Giving food to destitute asylum seekers here is not very different from handing 

out food from the back of lorries in the Sudan. The humanitarian need is the 

same. (Red Cross International Humanitarian Aid Worker)52 

 

We are not seeking special provisions for asylum seeking children but that the UK 

abides by the principle that „every child matters‟.53 This would mean replacing NASS 

support with a system which assesses an asylum seeking family in the exact same way 

that any other family‟s needs are assessed and provides the exact same support that is 

afforded to others in need the social security system.  

We recognise that there have been some statutory efforts to address some of the 

poverty faced by asylum seekers and, their families, in Northern Ireland. The OFMDFM 

Emergency Fund, which provided £45,000 in 2011 to destitute migrants. Some of this 

money was distributed to asylum seekers and refugees.54 The Emergency Fund helped 

some migrants to avoid destitution: through the provision of short-term „crisis‟ support, 

the Fund enabled some individuals (and their families) to bridge the gap between 

benefits/employment, etc. Unfortunately, however, it is clear that such short-term 

funding is unable to assist in many asylum cases where the cause of poverty is the 

shortcomings of the asylum support system itself.  

 

Summary of recommendations: 

Thus, the key recommendations we would urge this inquiry to make is for the UK to: 

- Replace the NASS system with an entitlement to social security benefits. 

  

- Mainstream asylum seeking children by making this group visible in the 

government‟s commitment to eradicate child poverty.  

Short of abolishing the concept of NASS and replacing it with social security, we would 

like the Inquiry to recommend that the UK moves to: 

- Restore the NASS rate to a minimum of 70% of Income Support. 

  

- Increase provision for pregnant women and new mothers. 
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- Extend access to disability benefits to asylum seeking families and their children.  

 

- Introduce a unified system of asylum support to replace current s.4, s.95 and 

s.98 NASS support. If the government declines to do this, at the very least, it 

should amend policy to ensure that no family is ever placed on s. 4 support. 

 

- Remove the requirement that NASS accommodation is provided on a „no choice‟ 

basis.  

 

- Ensure that quality asylum decisions are made promptly. 

 

- Lift the prohibition on work permission. The right to work should be an expansive 

right and should not be limited to the Shortage Occupation List. 

 

- Remove the requirement for families to report at UKBA. At the very least, UKBA 

Caseowners should proactively review, and reduce, reporting requirements for 

families. 

 

- Amend the Asylum Support Regulations to remove the requirement to withdraw 

NASS support after 28 days until transitional arrangements are in place 

 

- Prevent destitution by extending the availability of NASS support to all cases 

where families have a pending immigration application. 

 

- Ensure that Biometric Residence Permit cards are issued within 10 days. 

 

- Ensure that asylum support is provided on the basis of need and that any 

punitive measures are removed from the NASS system. 

 

 

HMRC: 

 

- Improve the speed of issuing Child Benefit and Child Tax Credit. 

 

- Monitor the effectiveness of the Fast Track system for benefits. 

 



 
  
 

 
  

Specifically, in Northern Ireland: 

- OFMDFM should ensure that asylum seeking/refugee children are included 

within its efforts to address child poverty. 

 

- Northern Ireland Housing Executive should improve the housing stock of NASS 

accommodation especially in relation to damp and insulation. 

  

- The Department of Employment and Learning should make provision for children 

of asylum seekers to attend universities as „home students‟.  
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This response is collated by Law Centre (NI) and endorsed by the following 

organisations: Barnardos, HAPANI and NICRAS 

About Law Centre (NI) 

Law Centre (NI) is a public interest non-governmental organisation. The Law Centre works to 

promote social justice and provides specialist legal services to advice organisations and 

disadvantaged individuals through our advice line and our casework services from our two 

regional offices in Northern Ireland.  The Law Centre provides advice, casework, training, 

information and policy services to over 400 member organisations in Northern Ireland. We are a 

primary provider of advice and representation on immigration law in Northern Ireland and 

facilitate the Immigration Practitioners‟ Group consisting of lawyers and voluntary sector 

organisations.   

About Barnardo’s NI 

Barnardo‟s NI NI is the largest children‟s charity in Northern Ireland.  We work with almost 

11,000 children, young people and families in more than sixty services and in sixty schools. 

Barnardo‟s NI NI aims to achieve positive outcomes for children in terms of health and well-

being so they can realise their full potential. Our services range from child protection and family 

support to work with looked after children, young people at risk of offending, and also asylum-

seeking children and families. 

About HAPANI 

Horn of Africa People‟s Aid Northern Ireland (HAPANI) is a non-governmental organisation 

which supports individuals in Northern Ireland from the Horn of Africa (HoA): Djibouti, Eritrea, 

Ethiopia, Somalia and Sudan. It does so regardless of ethnicity, nationality, religion, gender or 

social origin. It also brokers relationships in Horn of Africa countries between potential donors 

and development projects. 

About NICRAS 

NICRAS is a Refugee Community Organisation which was established in 2002. It is the only 

refugee led organisation in NI that represents the interests of the refugee community.  

Support the integration process of refugees and asylum seekers into local communities 

throughout Northern Ireland; raise awareness of the issues, problems and difficulties faced by 

refugees and asylum seekers in NI; inform members of relevant changes to immigration police 

and legislation; organise social and recreational events; respond to the changing needs of its 

members. 


