DRAFT REFUGEE
INTEGRATION STRATEGY
2022 – 2027

Table of Contents
Ministerial Foreword
Executive Summary

4
6

Section 1: Introduction, Vision, Key Themes and Commitments
Introduction
Understanding Integration
Vision
High Level Outcomes
Key Priorities to Achieve the Outcomes
Section 2: Approach, Purpose and Beneficiaries
Purpose of the Draft Strategy
Development of the Strategy
Beneficiaries of the Strategy
Section 3: Context
Definition of a Refugee
Why do People Seek Asylum?
How do Refugees Arrive Here?
The Journey to Refugee Status?
Supporting Refugees in Response to the Crisis
Placement of Asylum Seekers
The Evidence
Section 4: Operating Context
Devolved and Excepted Matters
International Human Rights
The Role of the Executive
Racial Equality Strategy
Section 5: Progress to Date
Where We Are Now
Syrian Vulnerable Persons Relocation Scheme
Community Sponsorship Programme
Unaccompanied Asylum Seeking Children (UASC) & the National Transfer Scheme (NTS)
Supporting Refugees in our Communities
Structural Improvements
Service Provision
Partnership with the Community and Voluntary Sector
Countering Racism and Anti-Migrant Rhetoric
Moving Forward
Achieving Strategic Outcomes
Outcome 1 Refugees and Asylum Seekers are Valued and Respected
Case Study 1
Actions to Achieve Outcome 1

12
12
12
13
13
14
15
15
16
16
19
19
19
20
21
22
23
24
27
27
27
28
28
30
30
30
30
31
31
33
34
35
35
37
38
38
38
40
2

Outcome 2 Refugees and Asylum Seekers are Safe and Feel Secure
Case Study 2
Actions to Achieve Outcome 2
Outcome 3 Refugees and Asylum Seekers Exercise their Rights and Responsibilities
Case Study 3
Actions to Achieve Outcome 3
Outcome 4 Refugees and Asylum Seekers are Supported to Achieve their Full Potential
Case Study 4
Actions to Achieve Outcome 4
Monitoring and Evaluation
Annex A Programme for Government Framework Outcomes
Annex B Glossary
Annex C Acronyms
Annex D References

42
42
43
45
45
46
47
47
48
49
50
51
56
58

3

Ministerial Foreword
The 2015-2025 Racial Equality Strategy committed to the development of a Refugee Integration
Strategy. Over the past five years the number of displaced people has increased globally and whilst
immigration is not a devolved matter, the Executive has a key role to play in supporting those who
are here seeking sanctuary from war and persecution.
The global scenario in relation to asylum is an ever-changing picture and as a result asylum arrivals
are unpredictable, but trends indicate an increasing population. In addition we continue to welcome
new ethnicities and languages into our communities as migration patterns evolve.
Refugees and asylum seekers represent some of the most vulnerable people in our society. Not only
do we have a duty to protect them from violence and intimidation, but we must also recognise the
impact prejudice and hate towards them can have on our wider minority ethnic communities.
We acknowledge the very real contributions many refugees and asylum seekers have made and
continue to make to our society, across our public services, in our community sector and in the
establishment of local businesses. We also acknowledge the very real challenges faced by those
who are newly arrived and those navigating a complex immigration system.
Refugees and asylum seekers bring with them a rich diversity of culture along with new ideas and
approaches. Supporting them from the day on which they arrive is key to successful long-term
integration, a process which greatly benefits us all.
How we approach the integration of refugees and asylum seekers in our communities has farreaching impacts in our wider society. Failing to recognise our responsibilities or taking action too
late in a person’s journey has a negative impact, not just on the individual but also on the
contributions they can make across our communities.
Racism is still all too prevalent in our society The impact of racism is felt across our communities and
it manifests in hate crimes and incidents which result in long term trauma and division. None of us
can underestimate the societal challenges involved, both local and global, including the need for
attitudinal and behavioural change towards all newcomers. Tackling racism will require a whole
society and whole of government approach.
We recommit to tackling all forms of racism across our society. Through this Strategy we commit
ourselves to working to ensure refugees and asylum seekers have every opportunity to make the
most of their potential and to support them and the communities in which they make their homes to
work towards a truly integrated and shared society, regardless of race or ethnicity.
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“you have to understand,
that no one puts their children in a boat
unless the water is safer than the land
no one burns their palms
under trains
beneath carriages
no one spends days and nights in the stomach
of a truck
feeding on newspaper unless the miles
travelled
means something more than the journey”1.

1

An extract from “Home” by Warsan Shire, a young British woman of Somali origin
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Executive Summary
This Refugee Integration Strategy sets out how the Executive will take action to
support refugees and asylum seekers to ensure they are treated fairly, do not
suffer injustice, can live here as valued members of our community and have
every opportunity to realise their full potential.
Our vision is for a cohesive and shared society where refugees and asylum
seekers are valued and feel safe, are integrated into communities and are
supported to reach their full potential.
To achieve this vision this Refugee Integration Strategy identifies four High
Level Outcomes and associated actions.
OUTCOME 1 REFUGEES AND ASYLUM SEEKERS ARE VALUED AND RESPECTED
Refugees and asylum seekers are respected as members of our communities
and their presence, knowledge and contribution to society is recognised and
valued.
Engagement and Inclusion

Develop a framework to ensure the lived experience of refugees is taken
into account and that the co-production model is embedded in policy
making.
Education and Training

Ensure involvement of refugees and asylum seekers and teachers in the
design of course material and resources, informed by best practice
examples internationally, for all pupils in schools to help aid integration
for asylum and refugee pupils.


Ensure the language, cultural and social needs of refugee and asylum
seeker pupils are met and consider the need for alternatives to the
existing curriculum options, particularly for young people who arrive
here aged 14-16.



Extend coverage of the schools of sanctuary programme.
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Provide support for employment, including ensuring ESOL is available in
a timely manner for all who need it and education, training and
volunteering opportunities are accessible.

Community Support

Apply lessons learned and best practice emerging from the review of the
Syrian VPRS to the delivery of mainstream services.


Develop and support formal and informal structures that will facilitate
direct engagement with refugees in policy making.



Under T:BUC, work collaboratively with colleagues across the good
relations arena to ensure good relations programmes give due
consideration to the needs and input of newcomers.



Ensure that existing vehicles such as the Community Planning
Partnerships and the structures that support them are used to best
effect in ensuring the needs of refugees and newcomers are met.

OUTCOME 2 – REFUGEES AND ASYLUM SEEKERS ARE SAFE AND FEEL SECURE
Refugees and asylum seekers feel welcome and live here safely without fear of
persecution or discrimination resulting from their immigration status.
Housing

Enhance engagement with the Home Office, PSNI, NIHE and other
relevant agencies to ensure housing provided to asylum seekers by the
Home Office under the Asylum Accommodation and Support Contract
(AASC) is safe and secure.


Build on the positive engagement with Home Office during the Covid19
pandemic to ensure effective consultation with NIHE and other agencies
to support those entering the move on process.
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Build on the positive engagement between agencies to ensure a joined
up and holistic approach to the provision of housing for refugees which
includes taking account of the availability of other services such as
schools and healthcare provision.

Destitution

Develop a pathway out of destitution for refugees and asylum seekers
facing destitution and those who have No Recourse to Public Funds
(NRPF) status.


Develop training for policy staff on the issues facing those with No
Recourse to Public Funds Status, Right to Work Restrictions and/or
Migrant Access to Benefits issues.
Ensure asylum seekers and refugees are identified as an at risk group in
strategies, guidance and services tackling human trafficking and modern
slavery.

Protecting the Most Vulnerable

Regularly review safeguarding arrangements for the most vulnerable
asylum seekers and the oversight structures developed for the Asylum
Accommodation and Support Contract (AASC) and Advice Issue
Reporting and Eligibility (AIRE) operating framework.


Explore the potential for the development of a vulnerability assessment
on arrival for Asylum Seekers to ensure appropriate support is in place
for those most vulnerable such as victims of trafficking, women, children
and LGBT.



Ensure early health screening is available and easily accessible and
pathways to accessing health services including trauma, therapeutic and
specialist support services are clearly communicated to asylum seekers
and those who work with them.
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Review resourcing to ensure appropriate services and expertise is in
place to meet potentially increased numbers and needs of
Unaccompanied Asylum Seeking Children here.

OUTCOME 3 – REFUGEES AND ASYLUM SEEKERS EXERCISE THEIR RIGHTS AND
RESPONSIBILITIES
Refugees and asylum seekers are integrated into diverse and inclusive
communities and are aware of, and able to exercise, their rights and
responsibilities.
Pathway to Citizenship

Ensure the provision of legal advice free of charge, in a timely manner
and by appropriately trained individuals to those navigating the asylum
system including recognition of the needs of particularly vulnerable
groups such as UASC.


Develop resources to outline the rights and entitlements of asylum
seekers and promote awareness of cultural differences including child
friendly resources.



Work with partners across sectors to ensure appropriate advice and
guidance at every stage of the journey to citizenship and in particular at
transition stages where individuals are often most vulnerable.

Partnership with communities

Work with partners across sectors to develop programmes to facilitate
cultural exchange and increase cultural awareness in both newcomer
and indigenous communities.
Access to services

Ensure front line staff delivering key services receive training to
recognise and respond effectively to the needs of refugees and asylum
seekers.

9



Develop easily accessible and culturally sensitive information to support
refugees to understand and access their entitlements.

OUTCOME 4 – REFUGEES AND ASYLUM SEEKERS ARE SUPPORTED TO
ACHIEVE THEIR FULL POTENTIAL
Refugees and asylum seekers have access to services and support to achieve
their full potential.
ESOL

Ensure asylum seeker needs are identified and recognised in the
proposed ESOL strategy, and that the direction proposed takes into
account their unique and specific needs and circumstances.


Ensure pre-beginner levels are recognised within ESOL policy.



Ensure appropriate resourcing for ESOL support in schools for newcomer
pupils and the development of parent and child programmes to facilitate
whole home learning.

Employability and Welfare

Ensure pathways to work strategies take account of the circumstances
and needs of refugees and asylum seekers.


Maintain Executive engagement with Home Office on any future review
of the right to work restrictions on asylum seekers.



Develop support to help refugees and asylum seekers to identify
equivalent qualifications or access additional or alternative training
where necessary.

Effective Partnership Working

Ensure appropriate structures are in place across departments to
develop a coordinated approach to the delivery of services for refugees
and asylum seekers.
10



Ensure regular engagement between policy makers and organisations
working with asylum seekers and refugees as well as directly with those
with lived experience.
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SECTION 1: INTRODUCTION, VISION, KEY THEMES
AND COMMITMENTS
Introduction
The Racial Equality Strategy 2015-2025 established a framework for action by
Government departments (and others):
 To tackle racial inequalities and to open up opportunity for all;
 To eradicate racism and hate crime; and
 Along with Together: Building a United Community Policy, to promote
good race relations and social cohesion.
This draft Refugee Integration Strategy is underpinned by the Racial Equality
Strategy 2015-2025. It sets out how Government will take action to support
refugees and asylum seekers to ensure they are treated fairly, do not suffer
injustice and have every opportunity to realise their full potential and live here
as valued members of our community.
A glossary of some of the terminology relevant to this Strategy is included at
Annex B.

Understanding Integration
Integration has multiple meanings in multiple contexts – it can mean different
things to different people. However we contend that integration can be
intergenerational and takes place at multiple levels including the individual,
family and the community and incorporates all aspects of life.
Integration should not be misinterpreted as assimilation, it is a two way
process that depends on everyone taking responsibility for their own
contribution including newcomers, receiving communities and all levels of
society.
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Vision
Our vision is a cohesive and shared society where refugees and asylum
seekers are valued and feel safe, are integrated into communities and
are supported to reach their full potential.

High Level Outcomes
To realise this vision the following 4 high level outcomes have been identified
Outcome 1 Refugees and asylum seekers are valued and respected
Refugees and asylum seekers are respected as members of our communities
and their presence, knowledge and contribution to society is recognised and
valued
Outcome 2 – Refugees and asylum seekers are safe and feel secure
Refugees and asylum seekers feel welcome and live here safely without fear of
persecution or discrimination resulting from their immigration status
Outcome 3 – Refugees and asylum seekers exercise their rights and
responsibilities
Refugees and asylum seekers are integrated into diverse and inclusive
communities and are aware of and able to exercise their rights and
responsibilities
Outcome 4 – Refugees and asylum seekers are supported to achieve their full
potential
Refugees and asylum seekers have access to services and support to achieve
their full potential
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Key Priorities to Achieve the Outcomes
To achieve the outcomes and ultimately the vision of this Strategy, priority
actions have been identified under each outcome. These are not intended to
reflect the full range of actions that will be taken but to highlight those that
will be progressed as a priority. Further work to fully implement the strategy
will be taken forward by departments across the lifetime of the Strategy.
The outcomes and actions set out will contribute to achieving a number of
Outcomes in the draft Programme for Government and in particular:
 “We have an equal and inclusive society where everyone is valued and
treated with respect.”
 “Everyone feels safe – we all respect the law and each other”
The full list of draft PfG Outcomes can be found at Annex A2.
The outcomes and priority actions for the Refugee Integration Strategy are set
out in section 6. These draw from the report produced following the March
2020 Innovation Lab on Refugee Integration co-sponsored by The Executive
Office and the Department for Communities, from the Home Office Indicators
of Integration and from research commissioned by The Executive Office3 .
In order to achieve the intended outcomes of the Strategy we further commit
to:
 Uphold the rights and dignity of all refugees and asylum seekers
 Support refugees and asylum seekers to reach their full potential
 Work collaboratively to support refugee integration



A future where there is zero tolerance of racism in all its manifestations

2

PFG outcomes currently being consulted upon and subject to amendment
Murphy, F & Vieten, UM 2017, Asylum seekers' and refugee's experiences of Life in Northern
Ireland: Report of the first study on the situation of asylum seekers and refugees in NI - 2016.
Queen's University Belfast.
3
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SECTION 2: APPROACH, PURPOSE AND BENEFICARIES
Purpose of this Draft Strategy
The purpose of this Strategy is to articulate our vision for refugees and asylum
seekers, to clarify the outcomes we are seeking to achieve and to set out a
framework to co-ordinate the efforts of all the bodies involved in supporting
refugees and people seeking asylum here. It aims to make the most effective
use of resources by supporting and promoting partnership working and
developing a consistent and coordinated approach to the delivery of key
services.
The strategy has been developed through engagement with key agencies and
Non-Government Organisations (NGOs). It draws on research commissioned
by The Executive Office and on refugees’ experiences of life here and in other
countries.
The outcomes were developed in conjunction with key organisations across all
sectors and have been grounded in the experiences of key stakeholders and
underpinned by the Home Office ‘Indicators of Integration Framework’
published in 2019.4 They provide a clear framework which will help to coordinate the work of the Executive and its partner organisations in order to
maximise impact and make the most of the resources available.
Integration of refugees into local communities and society here is a common
goal that all government departments and public authorities, district councils
and partners in the community and voluntary sector must work towards in
order to build a united and cohesive community.
The final strategy will be informed by consultation with refugee representative
groups and local communities to ensure it has their needs at its core. The
delivery and monitoring of the strategy will also be taken forward through a
partnership approach.

4

Indicators of Integration 2019 Third Edition – Home Office
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Development of the Strategy
Under “Shared Aim 7: Cultural Identity” in the Racial Equality Strategy 20152025, the Executive committed to preparing a draft Refugee Integration
Strategy for consultation.
The landscape here regarding refugees and asylum seekers has changed
dramatically in the years since the publication of the Racial Equality Strategy.
In that time we have welcomed 1,815 Syrian refugees under the Vulnerable
Persons Resettlement Scheme (VPRS).Additionally there has been a sharp
increase in the number of asylum seekers arriving here independently due to
an ongoing humanitarian crisis ie not through a formal resettlement scheme
such as the VPRS. In addition, we became an independent contracting area for
asylum services in 2019 (previously we were managed as a joint contract with
Scotland) which has brought with it significant structural change.
In light of all of these changes and as part of the review of the VPRS, The
Executive Office and the Department for Communities took forward a Strategic
Insight Lab in March 2020 in order to bring together a broad range of key
stakeholders including representatives from the community and voluntary
sectors, civil servants working in both operational delivery and policy making
roles, academics, representatives of local government, statutory partners and
user groups, and observers from other jurisdictions to help collectively develop
recommendations to inform the Refugee Integration Strategy and a future
operational framework here.
We would like to thank all of the groups and individuals who worked with us in
the development of this draft Strategy. Our particular thanks go to those who
provided their personal stories in their own words which have been included in
the form of case studies in the document.

Beneficiaries of the Strategy
First and foremost, this Strategy is intended to support people seeking asylum
and those recognised by the Home Office as refugees or otherwise in need of
protection because of a well-founded fear of persecution due to race, religion,
16

nationality, political opinion or membership of a social group. This includes
those who have arrived through the Vulnerable Persons Resettlement Scheme
and in the future, the Global Resettlement Scheme.
The beneficiaries of this strategy will be our asylum seekers and refugees,
those who have been reunited here under the family reunification scheme5
and the communities where our refugees live.
We also recognise that the rights of refugees and asylum seekers must be
protected in respect of the nine categories set out in section 75 of the
Northern Ireland Act 1998. It is important to recognise the breadth of diversity
that exists in our community of asylum seekers and refugees. They have a
range of intersectional identities and are at risk of discrimination on the
grounds of any of the current seven equality areas. The case studies you will
read contained within this Strategy highlight the potential combination of
section 75 groups to which an asylum seeker may belong. Case Study 1 for
example is female, with dependents and from a minority ethnic background,
she could face discrimination on the basis of her gender, race religion or a
combination of the above..
Certain groups within our refugee and asylum population are particularly
vulnerable and it must be recognised that tailored support and approaches will
be required in the delivery of services in order to support the most vulnerable.
This includes victims of trafficking, women, children, members of the LGBTI
community and those with physical or mental disabilities. Each of these groups
faces specific challenges and we will take steps to explicitly address the
additional adversity that they may experience.
Local communities will also benefit from successful refugee integration. The
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees report “The Benefits of
Belonging” points to 7 key benefits of local integration:
i. “A durable solution: a permanent, peaceful and dignified solution to
protracted refugee situations.
5

British Red Cross, Family Reunion for Refugees in the UK: Understanding Support Needs, 2011, available at:
http://www.refworld.org/docid/4f9fcc602.html
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ii.

iii.

iv.
v.

A flexible approach: many programmes with choices and engagement
levels to suit different political and social situations and specific country
needs.
Local leadership: processes led by the government, with UNHCR and
other external support. Governments can effectively manage refugee
situations and engage international actors in processes through strategic
planning, to enable the best outcome for host communities as well as
Refugees.
Burden sharing: a national or regional approach which engages the
support of the international community.
Development: allows development actors to engage in communitybased support and development to benefit the host country, and
enables refugees to be agents of development rather than recipients of
aid.

vi.

Skill sharing: allows refugees, many of whom are well-educated and
skilled, to become self-reliant and to contribute to local economies and
wider society.

vii.

Peacebuilding: local integration benefits regional peace and nationals”6

6

The Benefits of Belonging - UNHCR - Operational Solutions and Transition Section.
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SECTION 3: CONTEXT
Definition of a Refugee
The UK is a signatory to the 1951 UN Convention relating to the Status of
Refugees (Refugee Convention) and the supporting 1967 Protocol. Article 1(A)
of the 1951 Convention defines a refugee as a person who: “Owing to wellfounded 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 unwilling to
avail himself of the protection of that country; or who, not having a nationality
and being outside the country of his former habitual residence as a result of
such events, is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to return to it.”
According to international law, everyone who satisfies this definition is a
refugee.
The Refugee Convention does not prescribe a specific mechanism through
which states should determine refugee status. A person does not become a
refugee because they are recognised; rather, they are recognised because they
are a refugee. Article 14 of the UN Declaration on Human Rights states that
everybody is entitled to seek and enjoy asylum. Asylum policy is not devolved.
It is an excepted matter and therefore the Home Office considers applications
for recognition as a refugee and determines whether the Refugee Convention
definition is satisfied. A person who has not yet received a decision on their
request for refugee status is referred to as an “asylum seeker”.

Why do people seek asylum?
There are many reasons why an individual may flee their homeland in order to
seek protection in another country. Global conflicts are the primary cause of
large scale increases in asylum applications. Looking at recent data7 a number
of large scale conflicts or political upheaval have led to notable spikes in
asylum applications from particular geographical areas, including the conflicts
in Somalia, Rwanda, Afghanistan, Iran and most recently the conflicts in Syria
and Eritrea. Women, children, disabled people and those who identify as LGBT

7

Sturge, Georgina September 2020 House of Commons Briefing Paper SN01403 SN01403 (2).pdf
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can face particular difficulties on their journey to seeking asylum and indeed
throughout the asylum process.

How Do Refugees Arrive Here?
There are currently a variety of routes by which a refugee may arrive here:
 The Syrian Vulnerable Persons Resettlement Scheme (now Global
Resettlement Scheme);
 Arriving independently and initiating an application for refugee status
with the Home Office here, including Unaccompanied Asylum Seeking
Children (UASCs);
 Arriving under the Community Sponsorship Scheme – currently a pilot
programme here;
 Family reunification – where a primary applicant resides here they may
apply for family reunification to reunite with their family here;
 Moving here after a successful asylum application elsewhere in the UK;
 Arriving as a victim of human trafficking and going through the asylum
application process.
Each of these routes will have its own challenges but it is important that this
Strategy includes measures to support refugees arriving through all these
routes.
It is important to note that it is often difficult for people to reach safety
without crossing borders illegally, often with the aid of illegal agents which
may be referred to as ‘people smugglers’. Some people may have passports
and resources to enable them to arrange their own travel legally although
many do not and the journey to claiming asylum can be a long and arduous
one. The above mentioned 1951 UN Convention relating to the Status of
Refugees (Refugee Convention) and the supporting 1967 Protocol stipulate
that “subject to specific exceptions, refugees should not be penalized for their
illegal entry or stay.”8
We remain committed to the principles of the 1951 UN Convention and will
continue to engage with the Home Office in relation to immigration policies.
8

UNHCR - Convention and Protocol Relating to the Status of Refugees
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This process is not the same as trafficking where people are moved across
borders without their consent. However some agents do take advantage of
people’s desperation to reach safety and in these cases a smuggler can
become a trafficker. Some trafficked people may be able to apply for asylum
on their arrival based on a well-founded fear of persecution on their return.
All UASCs along with any children arriving with accompanying adults by virtue
of their status as children automatically have entitlement to the provisions of
the Children Order.9

The Journey to Refugee Status
The Home Office’s asylum system decides which asylum seekers actually
qualify for protection. Asylum seekers are not permitted to access benefits
and while they can apply for permission to work after a period of one year, the
restrictions in place for this process make it extremely difficult for the majority
to do so, particularly as it relates only to positions covered by the shortage
occupation list. The asylum application process is often lengthy and complex,
leading to a protracted period with limited access to services and entitlements.
This period of uncertainty while navigating a complicated process in a second
or unfamiliar language often negatively impacts on the mental health of
asylum seekers. Ensuring the journey to integration begins on the day of
arrival helps to identify those at risk and mitigate against the negative effects
of this period.
“In the wake of the 2015-16 European migrant and refugee crisis, mental health has emerged as a
critical issue - not only for the well-being of asylum seekers who may have experienced trauma,
but for the outcomes of their protection claims and the integrity of the processing system
itself.”10

The proportion of asylum applications receiving an initial decision within six
months fell from 73% in Q4 2012 to 25% in Q4 2018. Taking into account

9

The Children (Northern Ireland) Order 1995

10

Sandalio, R N, (2018), Life After Trauma: The Mental-Health Needs of Asylum Seekers in Europe, Migration Policy
Institute, available at: https://reliefweb.int/report/world/life-after-trauma-mental-health-needs-asylum-seekers-europe
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appeals, 55% of asylum applications from 2012 to 2016 had received a grant of
protection or other form of leave to remain by May 2019 11.
Those with refugee status have similar rights to UK citizens; they can work,
access benefits and move around the UK. They can also apply to reunite with
their immediate family in the UK.
People who have been granted refugee status or humanitarian protection are
given five years leave to remain before they are able to apply for permanent
settlement. If it is recognised that they are still unable to return safely they will
normally qualify for settlement at this point. The uncertainty caused by this
need to go through an additional process after 5 years has come under
criticism from a number of humanitarian organisations given the already
lengthy process refugees will have had to navigate.12

Supporting Refugees in Response to the Crisis
We have a long history of receiving refugees here. However in recent years a
global humanitarian crisis has changed the nature of responses to refugees
including the advancement of resettlement programmes and the development
of national strategies to improve the way countries respond to the growing
crisis. Since 2011, when the UNHCR announced a new record of 42.5 million
forcibly displaced people globally, these numbers have risen sharply each year,
from 45.2 million in 2012 to 51.2 million in 2013 and 59.5 million in 2014. This
is an increase of more than 50 per cent in five years. By the end of 2015 , 65.3
million people were forcibly displaced worldwide as a result of persecution,
conflict, general violence or human rights violations. UNHCR estimated 12.4
million people were newly displaced, including 4.9 million people from Syria.13
Our response timeline to the crisis in Syria was as follows:
 7 September 2015 UK Prime Minister commits to resettle 20,000 Syrian
refugees.
11

Migration Observatory, Migration to the UK: Asylum, 2019, available at:
http://www.migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/resources/briefings/migration-to-the-uk-asylum/
12 Home Office, Refugee Leave Version 4.0, p4 . available at:
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/597990/RefugeeLeave-v4.pdf
13
UNHCR, Global Trends Forced Displacement in 2015, Available at:
https://www.unhcr.org/uk/statistics/unhcrstats/576408cd7/unhcr-global-trends-2015.html
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 September 2015 refugee solidarity events show public support.
 The Executive commits to welcoming between 50 to 100 refugees by the
end of December 2015, with the expectation that further groups will
arrive on a phased basis thereafter.
 The first charter flight bringing Syrian refugees here landed on 15
December 2015. To date 1,815 Syrian refugees have been welcomed.
 Numbers of those seeking asylum arriving in the UK increases steadily
from this point and is reflected in our regional data.
 The humanitarian crisis has not ended - at the end of 2019 the UNHCR
reported there were 79.5 million forcibly displaced people worldwide
including 26 million Refugees.
“We are witnessing a changed reality in that forced displacement nowadays
is not only vastly more widespread but is simply no longer a short-term and
temporary phenomenon.”
Filippo Grandi, UN High Commissioner for Refugees

Asylum Seekers in NI
In order to support asylum seekers, a policy of dispersal was introduced by the
Immigration and Asylum Act 1999. We are not currently a dispersal area and
therefore do not receive asylum seekers through the dispersal system. Asylum
seekers here are therefore those that have arrived independently with the vast
majority housed in Belfast.14
Not all asylum seekers access Home Office support and therefore the total
number of applicants currently navigating the asylum process will be higher
than those reflected in Home Office statistics. It is not therefore possible to
quantify the number of asylum seekers accurately at any point in time. While
this is an ever changing picture, the information we can source indicates an
emerging trend of larger numbers of people displaced across the world and
larger numbers arriving here to seek asylum.
14

Home Office, Government Immigration Statistics, Asylum data tables immigration statistics October to December 2017
(Volume 4 and 5) October to December 2017. Available at:

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/immigration-statistics-october-to-december-2017-data-tables
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Applications for asylum in NI account for approximately 2% of all applications
for asylum in the UK with overall applications having shown a steady increase
over recent years. All housing for asylum seekers is procured from the private
rental market. Where housing is procured, it is subject to a rigorous process
involving engagement with a range of agencies and organisations involved in
supporting those seeking asylum. Housing is procured by the holder of the
Asylum Accommodation and Support Contract (AASC) and decisions are made
based not solely on availability and cost but also taking into account issues
such as social cohesion and availability of key services including education and
health. Work across and between departments is ongoing to ensure this
process is robust and can respond effectively to the increasing demand.
Not all refugees stay here once they gain status– they may know family or
friends elsewhere in the UK and join them or return to their country of origin
when it is safe.

The Evidence
Although this strategy takes on board learning and evidence from elsewhere
we have recognised that there is a need for a more robust evidence base to
ensure that future policy direction can be informed by local experiences.
Accordingly, the Executive Office commissioned research by The Senator
George J Mitchell Institute for Global Peace, Security and Justice on the
everyday life experiences of refugees to inform this strategy. ‘Asylum Seekers
and Refugees’ Experiences of Life in Northern Ireland’ was subsequently
published on 7 December 201715. The research stated that the most commonly
identified problems were:



Lack of, or poor, legal support during the asylum process leading to the
loss of a claim;
General issues with information distribution regarding both the needs and
rights of asylum seekers and refugees in the different sectors;

15

Murphy, F and Vieten, U. Asylum seekers and Refugees’ experience of life in Northern Ireland, 2017, available
at: https://www.qub.ac.uk/home/media/Media,784971,en.pdf
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Poor, substandard housing and uncertainty about housing and frequent
housing moves (on average 3-4 moves during the asylum process);
Poor or little support during the transition period from asylum seeker to
refugee status. Evidence points to this period as a moment during which
asylum seekers are made vulnerable to destitution and exploitation;
Many asylum seekers and refugees feel fearful about making complaints
to public officials as they feel this may hamper their claim;
Lack of support for dealing with the mental health issues of asylum
seekers and refugees. No support for victims of torture;
Better support is needed for employment and the recognition of skills and
credentials;
While most of our participants are registered with GPs, many stated that
more information about additional health services needs to be made
available;
Fully accredited English classes with childcare are needed;
Lack of accurate data on asylum seekers and refugees in Northern Ireland
makes service design for asylum seekers and refugees more complex.

In response to the commonly identified problems the report identified a
number of key findings across a range of areas including information needs,
housing, racism, immigration and legal support, integration support, mental
health, language and employment. The findings of the report underpin the
strategic outcomes and priority actions found in section 6 of this draft strategy.
There has been significant work undertaken to address a range of the common
problems listed above. Since we have become a separate contracting area for
the delivery of asylum services through the AASC and AIRE contracts, we have
been able to take significant steps forward through our work with the Strategic
Migration Partnership (NISMP) in the oversight of these contracts. However it
must be noted that there is still much to be done and the key findings
identified by the report remain relevant.
An interim evaluation of the initial pilot project for the VPRS here
demonstrated that the delivery consortium’s process or ‘model’ had been very
successful. It was referred to by the Home Office as a “best practice model” to
25

be shared across UK regions and it identified a number of lessons learnt and
made several recommendations which were incorporated into the project
going forward.
As the last of the 1,815 arrivals under the VPRS arrived in February 2020, work
is now underway on a final evaluation of the VPRS which will help to inform
any future involvement in resettlement here. The research carried out as part
of this evaluation will provide further learning from the experiences of
refugees arriving under the Vulnerable Person’s Resettlement Scheme and
departments will apply that learning to all asylum seekers and refugees in the
implementation of this draft Strategy16.

16

VPRS - https://www.communities-ni.gov.uk/publications/syrian-vulnerable-persons-relocation-scheme
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SECTION 4: OPERATING CONTEXT
Devolved and Excepted Matters
In the UK, asylum is an “excepted matter” under Schedule 2 of the Northern
Ireland Act 1998. Excepted matters are those not considered for further
devolution. Therefore the Home Office is responsible for deciding whether an
individual’s application for asylum is approved and they obtain refugee status.
The Home Office is also responsible for the Vulnerable Person’s Resettlement
Scheme - now part of the consolidated Global Resettlement Scheme.

International Human Rights
As well as the United Nations Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees
1951 the UK Government is party to a number of international human rights
instruments that contain provisions relevant to the rights and entitlements of
refugees. These include:
 The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948)17
 International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (1966)18
 International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (1967)19
 International Convention on the Elimination of all forms of Race
Discrimination (1967)20
The Council of Europe has also taken action to promote human rights, most
notably through the European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR)21. The UK
was one of the first states to ratify the ECHR and its provisions are given direct
effect in the law here through the Human Rights Act 1998.
17

United Nations, Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 1948. Available at: http://www.un.org/en/universaldeclaration-human-rights/
18

Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, International Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights, 1966. Available at: http://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/CCPR.aspx
19

Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, International Covenant on Economic,
Social and Cultural Rights, 1967 http://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/CESCR.aspx
20

Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, International Convention on the
Elimination of all forms of Race Discrimination, 1967
http://www.ohchr.org/EN/ProfessionalInterest/Pages/CERD.aspx
21

European Court of Human Rights, European Convention on Human Rights, 1950. Available at:
https://www.echr.coe.int/Pages/home.aspx?p=basictexts&c=#n1359128122487_pointer
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The Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR)
exists to protect and support refugees when governments or the UN ask for
help. The UNHCR was set up in 1950, in the aftermath of the Second World
War, to help the millions of Europeans who had fled or lost their homes and is
an invaluable source of best practice. It helps refugees return home
voluntarily, settle locally, or move to a third country in accordance with the
Refugee Convention and other international law.

The Role of the Executive
The Executive Office, on behalf of the NI Executive, engages with the Home
Office bilaterally on asylum policy and through its work with the Northern
Ireland Strategic Migration Partnership (NISMP) on the oversight of the asylum
support contracts and on the regional impact of asylum policy. This
engagement seeks to highlight issues both with existing policy and any
proposed potential policy changes.
While immigration policy remains an excepted matter, many of the needs of
refugees and asylum seekers when they are here are covered by policies and
responsibilities devolved to the Northern Ireland Executive, such as access to
education, healthcare and social services. It is therefore important that all
departments and their agencies recognise their responsibility to support our
community of refugees and asylum seekers and ensure that services take
account of their needs.

Racial Equality Strategy
The Racial Equality Strategy 2015-2025, published in December 2015, focuses
on “identifying and responding to the specific needs of different people and
different communities and ensuring that everyone here is accorded their
human rights”22. This includes refugees and asylum seekers.

22 Racial Equality Strategy 2015 – 2025, para 1.15

https://www.executiveoffice-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/publications/ofmdfm/racial-equality-strategy-2015-2025.pdf
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The Racial Equality Strategy highlights the potential tensions and interplay
between Home Office immigration policy and the Executive’s commitment to
achieve equal access to services and promote cohesion and integration.
“9.9 Immigration status necessarily affects one’s ability to integrate
and access local services. It also impacts profoundly on one’s sense of
belonging. Ministers are committed to creating a better society based on
the concept of cohesion and integration.”
The asylum process and the restrictions it imposes affect every aspect of life
and can have serious and long term repercussions on physical and mental
health and on the individual’s journey towards integration.
Racial equality is a fundamental human right regardless of an individual’s
immigration status. Article 2 of the UN Declaration of Human Rights states
“Everyone is entitled to all the rights and freedoms set forth in this Declaration,
without distinction of any kind, such as race, colour, sex, language, religion,
political or other opinion, national or social origin, property, birth or other
status.” This signifies that while immigration status may impact on an
individual’s ability to access particular facets of public services it should not in
any way negate their ability to avail of their fundamental human rights.
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SECTION 5: PROGRESS TO DATE
Where We Are Now
It is important to recognise the steps already taken to help support the
effective integration of refugees which provide a sound foundation to build on
through this strategy.

Syrian Vulnerable Persons Relocation Scheme (VPRS)
The Executive’s commitment to providing protection to Syrian refugees under
the Vulnerable Persons Resettlement Scheme represented a significant
development. It demonstrated that we have the capacity and maturity as a
society to play our part in an international humanitarian crisis by extending the
hand of friendship to those who are suffering. This is evidenced by a growing
awareness of refugees and considerable goodwill towards those settled here
as shown by the many offers of support from members of the public.
Those accepted under the VPRS had their refugee status recognised by the
Home Office in March 2017, giving them leave to remain for 5 years with full
access to employment, public funds (such as social security and housing
benefits), education and healthcare and rights to family reunion comparable to
refugees. At the end of the 5 years, if they have not been able to return to
their country of origin, they can apply for settlement in the UK.

Community Sponsorship Programme
In July 2016, the Home Office announced the establishment of a Community
Sponsorship scheme in relation to Syrian refugees, to complement the VPRS.
The scheme is intended to enable community groups including charities, faith
groups, churches and businesses to take on the role of supporting resettled
refugees and to provide a means to tap into some of the offers of goodwill
from communities.
The sponsorship scheme runs in parallel with the VPRS (now part of the Global
Resettlement scheme) and shares some of the same funding arrangements.
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There is no target for the overall number of sponsorship places but the Home
Office expects it to remain modest.
A pilot of the scheme was carried out here with two groups which had
expressed an interest and the first family arrived in September 2019.
Following an assessment of the pilot, the Executive will consider future
participation.

Unaccompanied Asylum Seeking Children (UASCs) and the National
Transfer Scheme (NTS)
We have an independent guardian service for UASC which is funded by the
Health and Social Care Board and delivered by Barnardo’s. All separated
children are provided with care under the Children Northern Ireland Order
1995. Whilst operational responsibility for these children falls primarily to the
Department of Health we recognise that, as with adult asylum seekers, these
children have a range of needs and so the treatment of UASCs is a cross-cutting
issue.
In 2020 the Home Office launched a consultation on the future of the National
Transfer Scheme focussing on the potential for participation to become
compulsory. The NI Executive does not currently participate primarily due to
the significant pressures within children's services generally and within our
looked after children and UASC services in particular. The current
infrastructure would not be able to meet the needs of additional arrivals
effectively. Future participation will be kept under review with the best
interests of the child at the centre of the decision making process. We
continue to engage with the Home Office to ensure that any decision taken in
regard to future participation in the scheme would be based on the best
interests of the children involved.

Supporting refugees in our communities
A number of public, voluntary, community and faith organisations play a
significant role in supporting asylum seekers and refugees to integrate into
communities here.
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Since 2001 the Office of the First Minister and deputy First Minister (OFMDFM)
(now The Executive Office (TEO)) has made funding available through the
Minority Ethnic Development Fund (MEDF) to assist minority ethnic and local
community organisations to promote good relations between people of
different ethnic backgrounds. Funded projects have provided opportunities
such as volunteering and skills building, English language classes and cultural
activities aimed at supporting the integration of minority ethnic people and
migrant workers into their local communities.
TEO has also provided support to vulnerable asylum seekers through the Crisis
Fund. Interventions have included providing money for food or for those in
need of a night’s accommodation. The Crisis Fund is not intended to address
indefinite gaps in welfare coverage but is there to support individual cases
such as a refugee waiting for their benefit payment or an asylum seeker facing
destitution through an unexpected and necessary expense.
Government has recognised the crucial role that NGOs have to play in the
resettlement of Syrian Refugees under the VPRS by appointing a consortium of
NGOs as a delivery partner to provide the support and assistance that refugees
here need to help them resettle and integrate. Funding is provided by the
Home Office to assist with Health, Education, the provision of ESOL and
housing for those arriving under the scheme.
Asylum seekers receive support through agencies funded via contracts with the
Home Office to provide housing, basic orientation and necessary transport or
to provide asylum support services. In addition, a range of statutory agencies
and NGOs provide forms of support and orientation here. TEO maintains an
oversight role in the local management of these contracts and engages directly
with Home Office and delivery partners to ensure that issues which fall under
the remit of the Executive are addressed appropriately. This engagement
demonstrates our commitment to those going through the asylum process and
our desire to ensure that individuals are facilitated on their journey to
integration from the day they arrive.
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Structural Improvements
New contracts for the provision of accommodation and support services for
people seeking asylum across the UK were awarded in May 2019 by the Home
Office. These new Asylum, Accommodation and Support Contracts (AASC)
cover seven instead of the original six regions, as we have now been decoupled
from Scotland. This decoupling has led to an improvement in the data
available as the number of asylum seekers here can now be separated from
the Scottish figures.
The Executive Office works in partnership with the Northern Ireland Strategic
Migration Partnership (NISMP) which oversees the operational management of
the asylum contracts here on behalf of the Home Office, to improve the quality
of data available.
The Home Office contract structure engages directly with Local Authorities in
England and the Devolved Administrations in the delivery of the contracts.
Given the different way in which public services are delivered here compared
to Local Authorities in the other administrations, the Home Office approach in
the past has resulted in some confusion. The work by the NISMP to establish
structures which create a ‘proxy local authority structure’ here has aided
substantially in improving communication, information sharing and
engagement with the Home Office. Work will continue to ensure gaps in
service provision and structures are identified on an ongoing basis and that
they are service providers remain responsive to this process and can adapt
where necessary.
This structure has facilitated the escalation of issues from providers to Home
Office officials and has helped to shape and improve the delivery of its
contracted support.
Much work has already been carried out to help services and structures to be
more accountable to both Refugees and Asylum Seekers but much remains to
be done. Work must continue to ensure that government departments, the
community and voluntary sector and Asylum Seekers and Refugees themselves
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work together in a joined up approach to integration.23 This will help to ensure
that integration truly does begin at the day of arrival.

Service Provision
The Executive has put in place a number of initiatives to support vulnerable
people including:

The establishment of a Crisis Fund to prevent/alleviate destitution of,
among others, refugees and asylum seekers;

Free provision of ESOL (English as a second or foreign language) classes
for all refugees and asylum seekers;

Access to free healthcare for all asylum seekers. The decision is based on
clinical need rather than immigration status;

The establishment of the Northern Ireland New Entrant Service (NINES)
health screening service in the Belfast Trust;

The provision of Newcomer Support through the Intercultural Education
service;

The appointment of a permanent Asylum Seeker and Refugee Support
Coordinator within the Intercultural Education Service;

A legal framework that gives unaccompanied asylum seeking children and
trafficked children an independent legal guardian.

Through the MEDF TEO has funded, and continues to fund, the provision
of immigration advice for asylum seekers and refugees as well as
organisations that work directly with asylum seekers and refugees.

The NIHE engage consistently with those involved in the AASC and
provide accommodation to a significant number of refugees. The NIHE
Community Cohesion and Race Relations team engage on a regular basis
with their highly structured and supported network of over 400
Community Groups

23 Racial Equality Strategy 2015 – 2025, para 9.10

https://www.executiveoffice-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/publications/ofmdfm/racial-equality-strategy-2015-2025.pdf
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Partnership with the Community and Voluntary Sector
The arrival of significant numbers of asylum seekers and refugees here is a
fairly recent phenomenon and as a result the statutory sector has had a steep
learning curve in seeking to understand how to address their needs. This has
been greatly assisted through increased engagement with partners in the
voluntary and community sector.
Voluntary and community organisations have been providing support services
to address the immediate and urgent needs of asylum seekers for some time.
By their nature they are able to respond quickly and proactively to changes in
the environment and identify new areas of need more quickly than
mainstream public services.
The voluntary and community sector’s collective expertise spans health and
social care, accommodation, integration and participation, legal rights, welfare
and policy development. They can often offer a more trusting and trusted
environment and an understanding of clients’ problems as a result of their
extensive experience and expertise.
The arrangements put in place for the Syrian VPR scheme harnessed this
expertise very effectively and we will seek to build on this as we implement
this draft Strategy.

Countering Racism and Anti-Migrant Rhetoric
The Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination has said it was
"seriously concerned" at the sharp increase in reports of race hate, and has
expressed concerns at the negative portrayal of immigrants in the UK and a
rise in online racist abuse.24
According to PSNI statistics on racist motivated incidents and crimes,
“Following a decline in levels of racist incidents and crimes between 2009/10
and 2011/12 they increased each year between 2011/12 and 2014/15 (the
highest recorded in the series). With the exception of 2018/19, levels have
24

Police Service of Northern Ireland, Trends in Hate Motivated Incidents and Crimes Recorded by the Police
in Northern Ireland 2004/05 to 2019/20, Annual Bulletin published 20 November 2020
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fallen in each of the years since then. The number of both incidents and crimes
recorded in 2019/20 are the fifth lowest in the data series.” However we must
not be complacent in our approach to tackling both hate crime itself and the
enabling factors of hate crime. It must also be noted that it is widely
acknowledged, including by the PSNI, that hate crime is significantly underreported.
We very much value and respect our minority ethnic and migrant
communities, including our asylum seekers and refugees. They enrich our lives
and will continue to make a considerable contribution to our society in the
future.
Hate crime in any form is unacceptable, including racist Hate Crime. Addressing
Race Hate Crime is a wider societal issue requiring a collaborative approach
and partnership working across government and the voluntary sector to
increase reporting and support and reduce harm and vulnerability.
Whilst the recommendations of the Macpherson Report looked at the
investigation into the death of Stephen Lawrence and, in the main, focused on
the Metropolitan Police Service, the PSNI has taken forward work to
implement relevant recommendations. For example, the provision of training
to practitioners on best practice in dealing with racist hate crime, and the
efforts made to encourage reporting of hate incidents and crimes both to the
PSNI and to third parties within the community (such as the Hate Crime
Advocate Service, partly funded by the PSNI and the Department of Justice).
This work is underpinned by Section 75 of the Northern Ireland Act and the
equality duties it places on public bodies.
The Policing Board, which is responsible for police accountability here, has also
been receiving progress reports from the PSNI on its implementation of
recommendations contained in their thematic report ‘Policing Race Hate
Crime’.
Judge Desmond Marrinan undertook an independent Review of Hate Crime
Legislation in Northern Ireland, on behalf of DoJ. A public consultation ran
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from January to April 2020 and included public outreach events and
stakeholder meetings.
The remit of the review included consideration of whether existing hate crime
legislation represents the most effective approach for the justice system to
deal with criminal conduct motivated by hatred, malice, ill-will or prejudice.
The review examined all forms of hate crime and abuse, for all protected
categories of hate crime.
The final report was received by the department in November 2020 and
contains 34 recommendations focussed on ensuring that existing hate crime
legislation represents the most effective approach for the justice system to
deal with criminal conduct motivated by hatred by considering issues such as:
the range of protected characteristics; aggravated offence model for
prosecutions; the use of stirring up offences; opportunities for restorative
justice; support for victims; and online hate speech.

Moving Forward
Whilst there has been significant work to date there is still much to be done
and section 6 below sets out the priority areas and actions that will be taken
forward to build on the work to date and achieve the outcomes set out in
Section 1.
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6 Achieving Strategic Outcomes
Outcome 1: Refugees and asylum seekers are valued and respected
If refugees and asylum seekers are to integrate successfully it is critical that
they feel valued and respected in their communities. The following
anonymised case study demonstrates the challenges and barriers which
refugees and asylum seekers face and how being empowered through
education, language and volunteering can be critical to integration.
Case Study 125
X left Somalia 15 years ago arriving initially in Dublin then travelling to
Northern Ireland. She has now gained refugee status, developed her English
language skills and secured paid employment. We are very grateful for being
able to share this story of integration.
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Cast studies have been anonymised but the content retained in the words of the author.
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I left my home, Somalia 15 years ago. I am Somali, I am a Mother, I am a friend, I am human. I have not seen
my family in 15 years. That is I have not hugged my nine children or looked into their eyes from the day and
hour I fled Somalia. Every day I feel the pain of not being with my children but knowing to keep them safe I
could not and must not return as this would throw them into complete danger. It will never be safe for me to
return to Somalia.
The smugglers I paid when fleeing danger in Somalia were to smuggle me into the UK but I was brought to Dublin,
I was frightened, I was alone, I missed my children, I feared for them. I felt completely frozen in time. All I could
do was think of the last time I seen them, I could not cry or shout, my body felt in shock, this feeling has lasted
years, it has never left.
I spent 7 years in Dublin (not knowing the whereabouts of my children and family). My asylum claim was refused
in Ireland and rather than be deported back to Somali I crossed the border into N Ireland to submit a fresh claim
within the UK. I remained in this system for 15 years. I did manage to find my children through Red Cross and
we are in contact now. This made me stronger more determined to have my case dealt with and heard fully, I
needed to endure for my children. Yet somehow it took 15 years to have a positive decision. I was deported back
over the Irish border many times. I was desperate, suffering, in pain, I could not return I felt no one believed
me. Not knowing whether I would be in Home Office accommodation or whether I would get Home Office cash
support from one week to the next. On many occasions I did not know were my next meal would come from.
Despite my circumstances I was determined to learn English and I committed myself to this fully and attended
BMC for 3 years - Full-time. To integrate into N Ireland I knew language was the key to empower me to function
independently and allow me to integrate. Without language I would not have had the platform nor baseline to
create a life for myself. As communication and the building of relationships and trust with those around me
created the safety for me to being to believe in myself again.
I am a strong, proud and resilient woman as you can imagine not every woman can have 9 beautiful children and
manage them perfectly. I did become reliant on people, who I now can call my friends, who have become so
deeply and profoundly part of my story as I have theirs. I created a life for myself, friendships, I embraced those
around me and learnt about the many different cultures within N Ireland. Always interested and keenly listened
to people around me, according to my friends in N Ireland I always have something to offer, kind and loving words,
words of encouragement, words of wisdom, many laughs and stories to be shared. These relationships gave me
strength, I began to feel less frightened, that I could contribute.
I began my contribution by volunteering at Belfast City Mission, Homeplus, Small Worlds, Belfast Friendship Club
and serving the Somali Community. I gave back and continue to, the relationships developed are with people
from all over the world but also people from Belfast. It would be wrong not to pay ode to William, Stanley, Ryan,
Fatuma and Hamdi to name a few of my now family within Belfast.
I received refugee status in 2019, I could not believe it, I was in shock, I could work now, I could contribute to the
system, I could have some level of respect back, ownership of my life. I made the decision whilst frightened I was
going to take every opportunity that came my way as I had from the day and hour I arrived in N Ireland. It was
not long before I had secured a casework post in Homeplus. This is the very organisation that helped me of which
I had volunteered within at my darkest and most lowest times and now I found myself a paid employee advocating
and supporting those who are destitute and refused and out of the asylum system.
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Belfast is my home..... but I am still separated from my children and this causes me so much pain and I hope to
be reunited with them very soon. I will be in shock and I will not be able to speak when we meet - Instead I will
just hold them all for a very long time as I have no words in Somali or English to express the joy and sadness I will

Actions to Achieve Outcome 1
Engagement and Inclusion

Develop a framework to ensure the lived experience of refugees is taken
into account and that the co-production model is embedded in policy
making.
Education and Training

Ensure involvement of refugees and asylum seekers and teachers in the
design of course material and resources, informed by best practice
examples internationally, for all pupils in schools to help aid integration
for asylum and refugee pupils.


Ensure the language, cultural and social needs of refugees and asylum
seeker pupils are met and consider the need for alternatives to the
existing curriculum options, particularly for young people who arrive
here aged 14-16.



Extend coverage of the schools of sanctuary programme.



Provide support for employment, including ensuring ESOL is available in
a timely manner for all who need it and education, training and
volunteering opportunities are accessible.

Community Support

Apply lessons learned and best practice emerging from the review of the
Syrian VPRS to the delivery of mainstream services.


Develop and support formal and informal structures that will facilitate
direct engagement with refugees in policy making.



Under T:BUC, work collaboratively with colleagues across the good
relations arena to ensure good relations programmes give due
consideration to the needs and input of newcomers.
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Ensure that existing vehicles such as the Community Planning
Partnerships and the structures that support them are used to best
effect in ensuring the needs of refugees and newcomers are met.
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Outcome 2: Refugees and asylum seekers are safe and feel secure
If refugees and asylum seekers are to integrate successfully it is critical that
they feel safe in their communities and do not live in fear of persecution or
discrimination. The following case study demonstrates a number of the
challenges and barriers which refugees and asylum seekers face. The case
study has been anonymised in order to preserve the privacy of the individual.
Case Study 226
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Cast studies have been anonymised but the content retained in the words of the author.
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X left Somalia 19 years ago arriving here as an UASC. His/her story sets out the
impact of destitution on his/her life and his/her ability to live their life fully and
with security. We are very grateful to X for sharing his/her story with us.

I have been in the UK for 19 years – I arrived in September 2002 – I was only 17 years old – I am now 35
years old. I was placed within the care system. Their duty of care ended when I was 18. I then entered
the asylum system as what was deemed an adult. I had no clue what lay in front of me and that some 18
years later I would still have no status, no rights within a country which felt like home. I have been and
continue to be excluded from the most basic needs to allow me to fully adapt and integrate into my home,
N Ireland. I was refused at 18 years old and have been refused every subsequent year thereafter. Yes I
have been refused 17 times in total. I have been in and out of the system ever since. Stuck within a cycle
of appeals and further submissions. In Home Office accommodation and out of it – In receipt of Section 4
one month and destitute the next and so the cycled continued. I left Somalia as a child and have spent
more than half my life within the UK. I am a Muslim and I am Somali but I have adapted to the culture
here within N Ireland. I listen to the music, I eat the food, I have made friends from many different
communities. I am a fluent English speaker and I volunteer within the community. I am fully engaged in
yet somehow, I feel on the fringes of civic society. A forgotten person, someone who does not have the
full rights, yet somehow, I always endeavour to participate fully. This feels like half a life, in fact I live half
a life, on the edges, on the fringes of a society within which I feel emotionally belong to! I have had
relationships one in particular I had a child of who I do not have access. I could not provide for this child
and my relationship deteriorated due to the fact that I could not provide financially for my child which
exacerbated my mental health and seriously affected how I viewed myself as a person. I felt a deep
shame as I believed I could not Father fully in respect of working and contributing, putting a roof over my
child’s head. How could I approach social services to arrange access? My main thoughts were what can I
provide for my child, how will they feel about me for not being able to Father practically and my Partner
could not deal with the stress in respect of my destitute status, I am termed a destitute asylum seeker
with no right to work. I have lost my young years to a system that has limited my access to life and living.
Yet N Ireland is my home I am a member of the community and love living here. This is where I belong
even if they say I do not. This is my home and I hope one day that faceless government officials can
recognise this and allow me to cross over into being allowed to fully engage and integrate. This is my
hope – This is my dream – My need – I can never return – This is a fact that was true in 2002 and even
more some 19 years later in 2021.

Actions to Achieve Outcome 2
Housing

Enhanced engagement with the Home Office, PSNI, NIHE and other
relevant agencies to ensure housing provided to asylum seekers by the
Home Office under the Asylum Accommodation and Support Contract
(AASC) is safe and secure.
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Build on the positive engagement with Home Office during the Covid19
pandemic to ensure effective consultation with NIHE and other agencies
to support those entering the move on process.



Build on the positive engagement between agencies to ensure a joined
up and holistic approach to the provision of housing for refugees which
includes taking account of the availability of other services such as
schools and healthcare provision.

Destitution

Develop a pathway out of destitution for refugees and asylum seekers
facing destitution and those who have No Recourse to Public Funds
(NRPF) status.


Develop training for policy staff on the issues facing those with No
Recourse to Public Funds Status, Right to Work Restrictions and/or
Migrant Access to Benefits issues.
Ensure asylum seekers and refugees are identified as an at risk group in
strategies, guidance and services tackling human trafficking and modern
slavery.

Protecting the Most Vulnerable

Regularly review safeguarding arrangements for the most vulnerable
asylum seekers and the oversight structures developed for the Asylum
Accommodation and Support Contract (AASC) and Advice Issue
Reporting and Eligibility (AIRE) operating framework.


Explore the potential for the development of a vulnerability assessment
on arrival for Asylum Seekers to ensure appropriate support is in place
for those most vulnerable such as victims of trafficking, women, children
and LGBT.



Ensure early health screening is available and easily accessible and
pathways to accessing health services including trauma, therapeutic and
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specialist support services are clearly communicated to asylum seekers
and those who work with them.


Review resourcing to ensure appropriate services and expertise is in
place to meet potentially increased numbers and needs of
Unaccompanied Asylum Seeking Children here.

Outcome 3 – Refugees and asylum seekers exercise their rights and
responsibilities
We must ensure that Refugees and asylum seekers are aware of and able to
exercise, their fundamental human rights and responsibilities alongside the
rest of society. The following case study demonstrates the challenges and
barriers which refugees and asylum seekers face and the advantages which the
additional support provided by the VPRS brings to those who arrive under this
scheme.
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Case Study 3 – Syrian Vulnerable Person’s Resettlement Scheme (provided by
Barnardos, names have been changed to protect anonymity)
When Miriam and Ahmad arrived in NI in August 2019 with their three
daughters, they had the usual excitement and apprehension about settling into
a new country. They wondered how life would be here and how easy they
would find adapting to the culture and language in the new country. However,
they had optimism is their hearts that this country is going to give their
daughters a better future.
The family feels the support of the Key Worker was extremely valuable in the
initial few months after their arrival. They received advice and guidance
regarding school admission, bank, medical appointments etc. Miriam says she
would have felt ‘completely lost’ without this help and even now it gives her
‘mental peace’ that there is a point of contact in case she needs any help.
Their daughters have settled very well in their new schools. The girls found the
teachers extremely supportive and this helped in their easy transitioning into a
new school curriculum. The oldest daughter 15, said that she did have her own
doubts and fears before joining a new school here. The care and support from
the teachers not only cleared those feelings but far exceeded her expectations.
The girls have made good friends too!
Miriam echoes similar positive vibes when she talks about the local
community. She says they have felt very welcome in their neighbourhood and
are always ‘greeted with a smile’ by the people. Before the lockdown
restrictions, Miriam enjoyed participating in the fairs and programs at her
daughters’ school and the events at the local library. She is looking forward to
more such events in future when the restrictions are eased.
If one thing has been particularly challenging for Miriam and Ahmad, it is
finding employment. They find it very difficult that their qualifications and
work experience obtained in their country of origin are not recognised as
comparable to any similar UK qualification. Ahmad mentioned that the
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uncertainty regarding employment can be a big hindrance in seeking the right
job. He also mentioned that this can be the ‘story of every other Syrian family’
in NI.
However, their biggest success story is how despite these adversities Miriam
and Ahmad had kept their resolution strong and moved ahead by acquiring
new qualifications and skills. Miriam looks forward to the future, hopeful about
completing the small goals that she has set for herself – qualifying as an ESOL
teacher and getting her driving licence. She says that she doesn’t have
‘anything to complain about or wouldn’t want anything to be different here’.
They have received a fresh chance at living a better life and they are very
optimistic and positive about it.
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Actions to Achieve Outcome 3
Pathway to Citizenship

Ensure the provision of legal advice free of charge, in a timely manner
and by appropriately trained individuals to those navigating the asylum
system including recognition of the needs of particularly vulnerable
groups such as UASC.


Develop resources to outline the rights and entitlements of asylum
seekers and promote awareness of cultural differences including child
friendly resources.



Work with partners across sectors to ensure appropriate advice and
guidance at every stage of the journey to citizenship and in particular at
transition stages where individuals are often most vulnerable.

Partnership with communities

Work with partners across sectors to develop programmes to facilitate
cultural exchange and increase cultural awareness in both newcomer
and indigenous communities.
Access to services

Ensure front line staff delivering key services receive training to
recognise and respond effectively to the needs of refugees and asylum
seekers.


Develop easily accessible and culturally sensitive information to support
refugees to understand and access their entitlements.
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Outcome 4 – Refugees and asylum seekers are supported to
achieve their full potential
It is recognised that Refugees and asylum seekers need support to know how
to access services and what support/services is available to them to enable
them to if they are to achieve their full potential. The following case study
demonstrates the challenges and barriers which refugees and asylum seekers
face
Case Study 427
I am originally from Iran and I was born in the capital Tehran, but I grew up in a
small town in the south of Iran called Abadan with my parents and my older
brother. I was a student in Iran, and I studied till second year of high school.
My brother’s life was in danger therefore our life was in danger and we had to
leave our country. We had to pass the border between Iran and Turkey then
we fled to Northern Ireland and we had to leave our family behind. At that
time, I did not know where I was going or where I was going to end up, but
finally we arrived in Northern Ireland airport in September 2016.
When we arrived at the airport, I was so afraid, exhausted, and shocked
because I did not know where I was or what was going on. After a few hours
they took us into separate rooms and interviewed us separately, they had an
interpreter for me as I did not know any English, they asked me several
questions but mainly they wanted to see if my brother was really my brother.
After I came out of the room, I remember they told me that they needed to
take me to childcare as I was only 16 years old and I could not stay with my
brother because they needed proof and they needed to do DNA test on us to
make sure.
From that day I was separated from my brother for a few months, I went to a
childcare placement in a nearby supported accommodation facility. I
remember it was about 12 o’clock at night when I arrived there, and I was so

27

Cast studies have been anonymised but the content retained in the words of the author.
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terrified as I was separated from my only family and I could not understand
what people were saying.
Days passed and I finally had a chance to contact my parents in Iran and let
them know that we are safe, I had a chance to contact my brother by phone a
few days a week which it made me feel better but I still could not see him. I
started to go to classes such as English, maths, woodwork, PE, cookery classes
within the childcare, there were lovely staff looking after us, they did
everything they could to make us feel welcomed. They even had the Christmas
tree up with little gifts for us which I found sweet.
But sometimes I still felt lonely and down even though all the staff was lovely
and they made sure we had the best care, I could have said the first year was
the hardest, especially trying to get in contact with the social workers and
lawyers were really difficult. It was really frustrating as everything was taking
so long and not knowing is really hard because you cannot plan for anything
and you feel trapped.
The most important thing that I learned was that you must be patient because
everything would take time. I decided to focus on my studying and improving
my English or even going to the gym, the things that are in my hand and under
my control. At least this way it did not feel like waste of time, and I was
improving myself.
In my second year of being in UK, I applied for Level 2 Business in one of the
best colleges in Northern Ireland, Belfast Metropolitan College. I could say I
was struggling a little bit, as my English was limited still and I had difficulties
with understanding but I had many support from my teachers and they spent
time with me to make sure I understood the subject. I am an outgoing person
and I find friends easily normally but at the start it was a little bit difficult
because I needed to adopt myself to a new culture but being in college it
helped me to find loads of good friends and socialise with them.
I finally moved in with my brother after we got our DNA result which is was
one of my happiest days in UK. We were receiving financial support from the
trust to support us with our finance which it was helpful for us. Not long after
January 2017 we got our papers and right to work allowing us to move, and we
found a place in west Belfast.
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Everything was getting better; I immediately start looking for jobs and I
remember I started as a part-time waiter in a fast food place. Then I found a
temporary opportunity to work for an audit company which was more related
to what I was studying and I enjoyed it so much, then I found out audit is the
job that I would like to do when I get older.
During that time, I was more focused on my studying and I started to show
more interest in business as my English was improving and I began to
understand. I got involved in more programmes offered to us such as Career
Ready programme were, they allow young people to have better
understanding of world of work. We were provided with useful masterclasses
on different subjects such as how to budget, how to be successful in
interviews.
They also gave us the opportunity to work for a leading bank as a paid summer
intern which it is an amazing opportunity for someone like me in the age of 18.
Throughout this programme I was awarded as the best student of the year in
Northern Ireland and whole UK which is one of my biggest achievement so far.
I also got involved with ERASMUS programme through our college, were we
had the opportunity to go on a trip for two weeks in Netherlands. We learned
about their culture, their ways of doing things in business which I found it very
educational and at the same time fun.
Throughout these years I found the better understanding of myself and the
fact that university is not for me even though I received two unconditional
offers but instead apprenticeships programme would be a better offer for me
because then I can study and work at the same time and I will receive my
qualification at the end of the apprenticeship. So I successfully applied for the
5 year school leaver programme in the Manchester branch of a major
accounting and consulting firm and I am really looking forward to it.
I loved living in Belfast I believe they have the nicest people and they are
always trying to make you feel welcome, obviously every place have its
negativity as well and I had a small experience where people did not want me
there and they wanted me back to my country and they made me feel
unwanted. But I did not let this get in to me and instead I did not give up and I
worked harder to show them that I have all the rights to be here and be
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successful. Currently I am living in Manchester and I am supervisor in a Turkish
restaurant, and I am enjoying the beautiful views in here and I am learning
about their history and culture.
My advice to our young people is to be strong and have patience, set up goals
and study hard, don’t waste your time and never give up even when it feels
nothing is going the way you want. Because at some point in the right time you
are going to be back on track, and everything will work out the way you want.

52

Actions to Achieve Outcome 4
ESOL

Ensure asylum seeker needs are identified and recognised in the
proposed ESOL strategy, and that the direction proposed takes into
account their unique and specific needs and circumstances.


Ensure pre-beginner levels are recognised within ESOL policy.



Ensure appropriate resourcing for ESOL support in schools for newcomer
pupils and the development of parent and child programmes to facilitate
whole home learning.

Employability and Welfare

Ensure pathways to work strategies take account of the circumstances
and needs of refugees and asylum seekers.


Maintain Executive engagement with Home Office on any future review
of the right to work restrictions on asylum seekers.



Develop support to help refugees and asylum seekers to identify
equivalent qualifications or access additional or alternative training
where necessary.

Effective Partnership Working

Ensure appropriate structures are in place across departments to
develop a coordinated approach to the delivery of services for refugees
and asylum seekers.


Ensure regular engagement between policy makers and organisations
working with asylum seekers and refugees as well as directly with those
with lived experience.
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7 Monitoring and Evaluation
This strategy will be taken forward over a 5 year period, in partnership with
key stakeholders. The Strategic Planning Group (SPG) will monitor overall
progress on implementation, chaired by TEO.
Whilst this Strategy sets out the priority areas and actions, it does not capture
everything that will be taken forward to support the integration of refugees
here. Departments will develop their own detailed implementation plans
where they have responsibility for one or more of the priority actions
identified.
Implementation will be monitored by the Strategic Planning Group through
regular updates from departments and an annual report on progress against
their implementation plans.
It is acknowledged that the actions identified to deliver each of the outcomes
may change and develop as work progresses and as circumstances change to
allow flexibility to address emerging issues and needs.
It is also recognised that due to the scarcity of routinely collected
administrative data on refugees and asylum seekers it will be difficult to
robustly evidence/quantify the impact this Strategy will have.
We will therefore consider the need for research taking into account the
experiences of refugees and asylum seekers here to provide a wider and more
informed picture on the effectiveness of the Strategy.
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Annex A
Programme for Government Framework Outcomes
1. Our children and young people have the best start in life
2. We live and work sustainably – protecting the environment
3. We have an equal and inclusive society where everyone is valued and treated
with respect
4. We all enjoy long, healthy, active lives
5. Everyone can reach their potential
6. Our economy is globally competitive, regionally balanced and carbon neutral
7. Everyone feels safe – we all respect the law and each other
8. We have a caring society that supports people throughout their lives
9. People want to live, work and visit here

55

Annex B
Glossary of terminology relating to Asylum Seekers and Refugees
This glossary is intended as a basic explanation of terms used across the
refugee sector.
The definitions are not legal definitions
Asylum seeker
An asylum seeker is someone who has lodged an application for protection on
the basis of the Refugee Convention or under human rights legislation.
Asylum support
Asylum Seekers who are destitute may be able to receive accommodation
and/or subsistence support from the Home Office. It was previously known as
NASS support. An application for support has to be made on the ASF1 form.
Accepting accommodation will mean the asylum seeker must go to the
dispersal area in which they are offered accommodation. If they have
additional care needs, due to chronic illness or disability they may also be
eligible to support from their local authority.
Application registration card (ARC)
ARC is a credit card sized document issued to asylum applicants after screening
to show that they have applied for asylum. It is also used as evidence of
identity, immigration status and entitlements in the UK. It holds identifying
information including fingerprints and reporting arrangements in a microchip
within the card.
Destitution
A person is “destitute” if they do not have adequate accommodation or
enough money to meet living expenses for themselves and any dependants
now or within the next 14 days.
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Dependent
A dependent can be a husband/ wife/ civil partner, an unmarried couple, (if
living together for more than 2 of the past 3 years), a child under 18, or a
member of the household who is over 18 and is of need of care and attention
due to disability.

Discretionary leave
Discretionary leave is a form of immigration status granted to a person who
the Home Office has decided does not qualify for refugee status or
humanitarian protection but where there are other strong reasons why the
person needs to stay in the UK temporarily.
Dispersal
Dispersal is the process by which the Home Office moves an asylum seeker to
accommodation outside London and the South East. They are first moved to
initial accommodation while their application for asylum support is processed.
Once the application has been processed and approved they are moved to
dispersal accommodation elsewhere in the UK. Northern Ireland is not a
dispersal area.
Family reunion
Family reunion is the policy enabling people given refugee status or
humanitarian protection to bring their spouse and dependent children to join
them in the UK.
Fresh Claim
When an asylum seeker has had their claim rejected, but then new evidence
becomes available which was not considered in their initial claim, they may
submit the new evidence to the Home Office as a fresh claim for asylum.
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Gateway Protection Programme
The Gateway Protection Programme is a government scheme which brings
certain particularly vulnerable Refugees living outside their home country to
resettle permanently in the UK. Many Refugees resettled under the Gateway
Protection Programme have been living in refugee camps for several years and
have no prospect of returning to their own country. To date, Northern Ireland
has not participated in the Gateway Protection Programme.
Humanitarian protection (HP)
Humanitarian protection is a form of immigration status. It is granted by the
Home Office to a person who it decides has a need for protection but who
does not meet the criteria for refugee status.

Illegal Entrant
This term is applied to people who enter the country by clandestine means
(such as hiding in a lorry), by deception (which can include lying about identity
or using false documents) or are in the country in breach of a deportation
order.
Immigration removal centre
Immigration removal centres are detention centres. They are used to detain
people under Immigration Act powers, including those at any stage of the
asylum process, not as the title might imply, just prior to removal.
Immigration Rules
The Immigration Rules are regulations which govern the detail of immigration
and asylum law. Changes to the rules are normally made via a Ministerial
Statement to Parliament, generally in the form of a written statement.
Immediate Family
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Family members can be a:




spouse, fiancé(e), civil or unmarried partner (if living together for more
than 2 of the past 3 years)
your parent
your child (under 18) and (over 18 if a dependent)

Indefinite leave to remain (ILR)
Indefinite leave to remain (ILR) is a form of immigration status given by the
Home Office. ILR is also called ‘permanent residence’ or ‘settled status’ as it
gives permission to stay in the UK on a permanent basis.
Mainstream Services
Where mainstream services are referred to this relates to public services and
benefits accessible to all. Once a refugee’s status is recognised they move
from Home Office Asylum Support into ‘mainstream services’.

New Asylum Model (NAM)
The New Asylum Model was introduced for all new asylum claims in April 2007.
NAM entailed a ‘case owner’ from the UK Border Agency being responsible for
processing the application from beginning to end. The system is no longer in
place.
Refugee
A refugee is 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 to or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection
of that country…’ (Definition quoted from the 1951 Refugee Convention).
Refugee Convention
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Refugee Convention means the United Nations Convention Relating to the
Status of Refugees 1951 and the 1967 Protocol.
Refugee status
Refugee status is awarded to someone the Home Office recognises as a
refugee as described in the Refugee Convention. A person given refugee status
is normally granted leave to remain in the UK for 5 years and at the end of that
period can apply for Indefinite Leave to Remain.
Subsistence support
Subsistence support is the cash element of Home Office support. Asylum
Seekers who have accommodation, for example with friends or relatives, can
apply for subsistence support only. This form of support is also known as cash
support.
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR)
The United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees is the UN agency with a
mandate to protect Refugees worldwide.
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Annex C
Acronyms
AASC

Asylum Accommodation and Support Services Contract

AIRE

Advice, Eligibility and Issue Reporting

ARC

Application Registration Card

BHSCT

Belfast Health and Social Care Trust

DE

Department of Education for Northern Ireland

DfE

Department for the Economy

DoF

Department of Finance

ECHR

European Convention on Human Rights

ECNI

Equality Commission for Northern Ireland

ESOL

English for Speakers of Other Languages

HSCT

Health and Social Care Trust

MLA

Member of the Legislative Assembly

MP

Member of Parliament

NASS

National Asylum Seekers Service

NGOs

Non-Governmental Organisations

NICRAS

Northern Ireland Community of Refugees and Asylum Seekers

NIHE

Northern Ireland Housing Executive

NINES

Northern Ireland New Entrant Services

NISMP

Northern Ireland Strategic Migration Partnership

OBA

Outcome Based Accountability

RAF

Refugee and Asylum Forum
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ROI

Republic of Ireland

UDHR

Universal Declaration of Human Rights

UN

United Nations

UNHCR
VPRS

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
Vulnerable Persons Relocation Scheme
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