
Response to the Call for Evidence from the Joint Committee on Human Rights on
the Human Rights of Asylum Seekers in the UK.

Positive Action in Housing is a Glasgow-based charity, supporting people from refugee and
migrant backgrounds to rebuild their lives. We believe in a society where everyone has the right
to live safe and dignified lives, free from poverty, homelessness, or inequality. We are an
independent, anti-racist homelessness and human rights charity.

Over 27 years of our work, we have witnessed how the neglect and active mistreatment of
people seeking asylum overtly compromises the human rights commitments of the UK. Many of
the people we work with have fled violent persecution and wars, journeying through dangerously
hostile environments and unimaginable hardship to reach the UK. Nonetheless, as a person
seeking asylum stated to us, “I was tortured physically there, but here feels worse…wounds on
your body heal, but mentally you cannot recover”. The exclusion, exhaustion, and violence of
the UK asylum system have extensive implications for the mental, physical and emotional health
of those negotiating it.

The remainder of this report sets out a selection of our evidence on the impact of the treatment
of asylum seekers in the UK on their human rights, focusing on the following:

1. “Safe and Legal Routes”,
2. Legal Aid, Accommodation and Subsistence,
3. Right to Work.

“Safe and Legal Routes”

On December 14th, 4 people died in the English Channel, just over a year after the death of 27
people at the UK border. The Government responded by reiterating the importance of
criminalising irregular entry to the UK. This approach fails to recognise that irregular crossings
are written into the UK asylum system. To claim asylum, an individual must be on UK territory-
due to a lack of safe and legal routes to the UK, they must traverse dangerous terrain to claim
asylum. Attempts to criminalise and stem ‘irregular routes’ undermines UK recognition of ‘the
right to seek and enjoy in other countries asylum from persecution’1.

Increased significance has been placed on resettlement schemes, in policy and rhetoric, as the
legitimate route to claim asylum in the UK. Alongside breaching the universality of human rights,
these schemes are lengthy and often highly inefficient. It has recently been revealed in a
Government statistical data set that only 4 people have been resettled through Pathway 2 of the
Afghan Citizens Resettlement Scheme. Even for the few safe and legal routes in existence, the

1 Article 14, Universal Declaration of Human Rights.

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistical-data-sets/asylum-and-resettlement-datasets#asylum-applications-decisions-and-resettlement
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistical-data-sets/asylum-and-resettlement-datasets#asylum-applications-decisions-and-resettlement


limited number, and protracted process of resettlement undermines their potential for securing
universal rights to asylum.

Positive Action in Housing provides hosted accommodation for Ukrainian war refugees as part
of our Room for Refugees Programme. This programme has successfully matched over 400
Ukrainian families and young people since April 2022. Similarly, despite this being one of the
only safe and legal routes, resettled Ukrainians have been at the mercy of hostile policy. Many
now live on ships in Scotland, which are reported by those onboard to have rising infections of
foot-and-mouth disease and scarlet fever. A lack of internet connection, financial support, play
resources, warm clothing, and English language courses demonstrate the inadequacies of the
safe and legal routes that do exist for those fleeing war.

There are serious concerns regarding what will happen to those on the ships after April 2023.
Will they be moved back into hotels, unfit for purpose and poorly suited for the needs of families
and children? If safe and legal routes are to exist and be the primary mechanism for asylum
claims, they must operate smoothly and safely for those using them. This is not, currently, the
case.

Legal aid, accommodation, and subsistence

Contingency Accommodation

Recent trends have seen the expansion of ‘contingency’ accommodation. Characterised by a
lack of published safeguarding guidance, long-term planning, or effective welfare support,
contingency accommodation has been extended catastrophically, and sometimes unlawfully.
Despite the presentation of contingency accommodation as luxurious by some campaigners
(and some politicians), the reality is bleak. Increasingly, these ‘contingency’ options are being
relied upon as the new normal, creating enormous profits for companies including Mears and
Clearsprings.

There are now 37,000 people situated in hotels, some for well over 6 months. We have been
told of abhorrent conditions and treatment. Some people were given less than 15 minutes’
notice of their move into the hotels. Some sites are rat-infested, unclean, and leaking. We heard
from one person we support in September 2022 who would rather “sleep on the streets” than
endure the rat infestation in her accommodation centre, which was left unresolved after a month
of her reporting the issue. Another spoke to us of threats she had received from Mears staff at
Park Inn Hotel. Others have been served undercooked chicken and crisps for breakfast,
reporting severe stomach complaints directly linked to the substandard food they are given.

The hotels in Glasgow have seen multiple tragedies, including the avoidable deaths of Adnan
Walid Elbi and Mercy Baguma. We have been working with a group of new and expectant
mothers who have been placed in the McLays Guest House in Glasgow, the site where Adnan
Elbi died. The women were trapped in cramped hotel rooms with their newborns, without space
to store baby equipment, cook, or play with their child. Without space for prams, the women

https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2022/nov/26/manston-asylum-centre-death-may-have-been-caused-by-diphtheria
https://dpglaw.co.uk/high-court-finds-decision-to-house-asylum-seekers-at-military-barracks-unlawful/
https://www.paih.org/timeline-humanitarian-crisis-glasgow
https://www.paih.org/timeline-humanitarian-crisis-glasgow


were isolated for months, whilst pregnant and caring for newborns. One person we support was
forced to wash her babies’ bottles in her toilet as she could not use the kitchen to sterilise the
bottles. Another told us how the poor quality of food at the hotel meant she breastfed her baby
on an empty stomach, a painful experience that she told us left her completely depleted.

These failures to uphold the human rights and dignity of people seeking asylum infringe the
rights to secure tenure, ‘that enables one to live in one’s home in security, peace, and dignity’.
One person stated that hotel accommodation broke down his “mental faculties…because the
system, maybe unintentionally, was designed to break people as vulnerable as us. Our sense of
self and identity started to fragment”. We are witnessing a flagrant disregard for the humanity of
asylum-seekers, and blatant neglect of the suitability of these sites for people who have fled
torture, persecution, and war.

Subsistence Support

As many were relocated to hotels, another policy reduced their right to financial support where
full-board accommodation was provided to £8.24 per week (£1.17 a day), precipitating cycles of
destitution. Long gaps between Section 95 applications and receipt of ASPEN cards leave the
people we work with little to no money immediately after arrival. One person, diagnosed with
tuberculosis and pneumonia, was forced to rely on his flatmate and local Church to ensure his
livelihood.

Right to work

Many of the people that we support have studied, worked, and become experts in their fields in
their country of origin. Upon crossing the UK border, their rights to practise are stripped.
Alongside the financial implications of the removal of the right to work, this policy impacts the
security, identity, and status of people who have entered the UK in search of safety. The
subsequent cycles of dependency and destitution throughout the protracted period of
decision-making on their claim severely undermine the dignity of asylum-seekers.

Barriers to entering secure work compound experiences of destitution. Whilst after 12 months of
waiting on a decision, asylum-seekers may apply for the right to work, the implications for their
financial entitlements mitigate the potential benefits of work. Furthermore, restricted only to
applying for work on the Shortage Occupation List, many are prevented from accessing work
due to inadequate training opportunities, financial barriers, and a lack of experience. One
person we support finally secured his right to work, but faced insurmountable barriers to
care-work positions. He has waited nearly three years for an initial asylum decision and has
experienced severe periods of poor mental health and stress.

Others are never able to secure their right to work, forcing them towards social isolation, poor
mental health, and destitution. One person we support received a Home Office decision 11
months after her application, preventing her from working. She stated, “I’ve lost my 20s in this
country…they stopped my life…they have taken my freedom and passion”. She is a trained

https://www.paih.org/pressure-mounts-on-childrens-commissioner-to-intervene-in-the-deplorable-housing-conditions-of-asylum-seeking-pregnant-women-and-new-mothers/
https://www.paih.org/pressure-mounts-on-childrens-commissioner-to-intervene-in-the-deplorable-housing-conditions-of-asylum-seeking-pregnant-women-and-new-mothers/
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/Documents/Issues/Housing/SecurityTenureGuidelinesEN.pdf


Junior Doctor, who is ready to enter work at FY2 level. Instead, every day she waits,
experiencing Home Office rejection and exhaustion.

Concluding Statement:

Asylum policy in the UK demonstrates abject and persistent failures to uphold commitments to
human rights legislation, with disastrous, and sometimes fatal, consequences for individuals
here seeking safety. Our Home Secretary openly boasts of her dreams to remove
asylum-seekers arriving on small boats to Rwanda. People are dying at the border, whilst
140,000 others await decisions on their safety from war, torture, and persecution, stripped of
meagre subsistence support. The decimation of remaining migrant rights, public scapegoating
and violent rhetoric will be exacerbated by the introduction of the Nationality and Borders Bill,
which will heighten fears of the treacherous Rwanda plan, magnify the current accommodation
crisis, and inflame polarisation across the UK.


