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A BROKEN SYSTEM?  
ASYLUM�REFORM�INITIATIVES�1997-2022
Produced by the Good Faith Partnership for The Commission on 
the Integration of Refugees, November 2022

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
This report presents an overview of asylum reform initiatives in the UK from 1997-2022� Reviewing the last 25 years of 
changes to the asylum system reveals a number of key lessons for those interested in the cause of refugee integration� 
However, a key finding of the report is that successive British Governments have consistently seen integration as a 
secondary concern to the ‘primary’ task of sorting eligible asylum applications from ineligible ones.

1  ‘Indicators of Integration Strategy’, Home Office, 2019 (https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/
file/1074688/home-office-indicators-of-integration-framework-2019-horr109.pdf).

a key finding of the report is that successive British Governments have 
consistently seen integration as a secondary concern to the ‘primary’ task of 

sorting eligible asylum applications from ineligible ones

New Labour 
Inheriting an asylum system facing significant backlogs 
despite relatively low rates of applications, the New 
Labour Government made a series of key structural 
changes between 1997 and 2001� These included 
removing asylum seekers from the mainstream benefits 
system and dispersing them across the UK, expanding 
the use of detention and increasing the border control 
powers of Government and other public and private 
sector agencies�  
Between 2001-2010 these same principles were extended 
with the removal of asylum seekers’ right to work, 
restrictions on appeal rights, and limits on the generosity 
and eligibility criteria of support� 

At the same time, New Labour also introduced certain 
measures that attempted to enshrine migrants’ rights, 
such as introducing a Human Rights based approach 
to the legal process of claiming asylum and abolishing 
the Primary Purpose rule which restricted the right to 
family reunification. It also created the first attempt at 
a national strategy on refugee integration in 2000 and 
commissioned the Indicators of Integration report in 2004, 
which still shapes thinking on the topic to this day�  Under 
the framing of ‘firmer, fairer, and faster’, these measures 
succeeded in reducing the backlog in asylum applications, 
but overall asylum application numbers rose to a historic 
high in the late 1990’s and early 2000’s before then falling 
steadily to 2010� 
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The Coalition and Conservative 
Governments 
The trajectory of the Coalition Government of 2010-2015 
was very much set by Prime Minister David Cameron’s 
promise to reduce net migration ‘from the hundreds of 
thousands to the tens of thousands’, and by the tough 
approach of the then Home Secretary, Theresa May� 
This period can be characterised as the high point of 
the ‘hostile environment’, including the deployment of 
‘Go Home’ Vans in 2013 and the 2014 Immigration Act 
which extended responsibility for immigration control 
to businesses, landlords, and other non-governmental 
actors� But the drawbacks of this approach would be 
laid bare by the ‘Windrush Scandal’ which saw the Home 
Office heavily criticised for failing to protect large numbers 
of people despite them having a legal right to be in the UK� 

The period since 2015 has arguably seen some of the most 
progressive developments towards refugee integration 
since 1997, particularly through the introduction of 
large-scale Resettlement Programmes triggered by the 
Syrian Civil War� The Vulnerable Persons Resettlement 
Scheme welcomed over 20,000 Syrians between 2015-
2020, and along with the Community Sponsorship 
Programme set the template for more recent initiatives 
for people fleeing Afghanistan and Ukraine. This rise in 
resettlement programmes has undoubtedly begun to 
reshape Government thinking and commitment to refugee 
integration, as seen in the Integrated Communities 
Strategy, the updating of the Indicators of Integration 
Framework and the more recently instituted Refugee 
Transitions Outcomes Fund� Nevertheless, challenges 
remain in the successful integration of resettled refugees, 
epitomised by the fact that many Afghan arrivals continue 
to reside in hotel accommodation without permanent 
lodgings� And the increasingly harsh rhetoric and policies 
in relation to channel crossings and asylum seekers more 
generally has created a starkly divided system which 
is now creaking under the weight of a historically large 
backlog of cases� 

Key Lessons Learned
Our analysis indicates a number of key lessons to be 
learned from this period. These include:

The primacy of geopolitics – Whether it’s the breakup of 
Yugoslavia and the War on Terror leading to the peak of 
asylum applications in the early 2000s, the Syrian Civil 
War leading to the rise of resettlement programmes, 
or the Ukraine War and Chinese action in Hong Kong 
leading to hundreds of thousands of arrivals via new 
bespoke routes, it is clear that the UK refugee and asylum 
system is impacted just as much by external events as by 
Government policy or civil society interventions�

A story of continuity – A clear pattern of the last 25 years 
is the startling continuity in language and approach in 
terms of national Government policy, regardless of which 
individual or party was in charge at any one time� The 
three principles of firmness, fairness and speed have been 
the hallmark of national government policy throughout 
the last two and a half decades, with almost every piece of 
major legislation in this period attempting to link different 
measures back to this overall framing�

Tough enough? – Efforts to ‘tighten up’ the asylum 
system have had a decidedly mixed record in terms of 
impact� Whilst it is possible to build a case that the Labour 
Government in the early 2000s was successful in driving 
down overall asylum claims, evidence for the success 
of later ‘hostile environment’ measures is hard to come 
by� And even when Governments could claim practical 
‘success’ in this regard, it led to little if any political payoff, 
as tough rhetoric from politicians arguably served to stoke 
public opinion in ways that could not then be satisfied by 
workable policies� 

Integration for whom? – 25 years of continuous ‘tough’ 
rhetoric and policies towards asylum seekers has created 
significant problems for refugee integration. In the New 
Labour years this was encapsulated in the paradox 
of investing in refugee integration work whilst at the 
same time placing ever increasing barriers in the way 
of asylum seekers integration while their claims were 
being processed� In recent years under the Conservative 
Government, the distinction between those seeking 
protection who are ‘worthy’ of integration support and 
those who are not has become ever starker� Resettled 
refugees are offered new kinds of funding and support 
whilst those claiming asylum in the UK are subject to ever 
greater restrictions. The impact  of this ‘2 tier’ system on 
integration outcomes represents a significant challenge 
for those seeking policy reform� 

Not fit for purpose – The extraordinary recent rise in 
the number of asylum claimants waiting over 6 months 
for an initial decision begs the question of whether the 
Home Office is, as the Labour Home Secretary John Reid 
memorably said, ‘not fit for purpose’. And the overall 
disjointed nature of refugee governance demands a 
strategic rethink in terms of where power and resource 
can be best located in order to generate meaningful 
progress on integration� 

Hospitality and Support – The remarkable hospitality of 
the British people in opening their homes to hundreds 
of thousands of Ukrainian refugees, combined with 
consistent polling which shows a groundswell of support 
for integration, give cause for optimism for those with an 
interest in refugee integration� With the asylum system 
very obviously in need of significant reform, there is much 
that could be achieved by those with practical suggestions 
for how to better integrate newcomers into British society�  
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OUR APPROACH/ METHODOLOGY
•   That integration is ‘multi-dimensional’ - it depends 

on a number of factors, including access to material 
resources as well as social relationships, perceptions 
of welcome in a host society, and a sense of 
belonging�

•    That integration is ‘context-specific’ - it depends on 
the characteristics, capacity and opportunities of 
specific local areas, for example levels of cultural and 
ethnic homogeneity, job opportunities, and refugee 
support services�

In structuring this report, we have taken a chronological 
approach, dividing the period up largely on a parliament-
by-parliament basis� We have done this because we 
believe that understanding the political context is key to 
understanding the policy development process, and also 
because this structure allows for a useful interpretation 
of change and continuity over time and between different 
governments� It also enables an analysis of the impact of 
particular geopolitical events on the development of the 
UK asylum system� 

The core question guiding this report is ‘What has 
succeeded, and what has failed in previous efforts to 
reform the asylum system since 1997?’ Given the extent of 
the task, we have chosen to focus on those changes and 
initiatives that either attempted or resulted in a major 
systemic impact. We have primarily assessed the efforts of 
central Government, since so many aspects of UK asylum 
policy are controlled and directed from Westminster, but 
we have also paid attention to significant initiatives led 
by local or devolved government, and by the voluntary 
sector� 

Since this report has been created as part of the 
Commission on the Integration of Refugees, we have paid 
particular attention to efforts throughout the last 25 years 
that had a direct bearing on the topic of integration� In 
doing so, we have been conscious of the complex and 
contested nature of this term, but also of the convergence 
of many contemporary definitions of integration in the 
refugee context, in particular:
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CHAPTER ONE
1997 - 2001 – ‘New labour - New approach?’

The 1997 General Election was a huge turning point 
in British political history� The landslide electoral win 
for Tony Blair’s New Labour Party brought an end to 
almost two decades of Conservative rule, and was seen 
by many at the time as part of the UK’s embrace of a 
more modern and liberal future� The arrival of Labour 
into Government was also a momentous time for the 
immigration and asylum system in the UK� The period 
1997-2001 eventually saw a number of highly significant 
Government-led changes to the asylum system, under an 
ideological and rhetorical frame that emphasised fairness, 
speed, and control as the key defining characteristics of 
a ‘modern approach’. This approach not only set the tone 
for the remainder of the New Labour period, but arguably 
also for the Coalition and Conservative governments 
that followed� 

Ahead of the 1997 election, the incoming Home Secretary 
Jack Straw, who would remain at the Home Office for 
the entirety of Labour’s first term in office, remarked 
that there shouldn’t be more than a ‘cigarette paper’ 
between the two major parties’ positions on immigration. 
The approach at the top was essentially to ‘neutralise’ 
the issue politically by not rocking the boat with major 
reforms early on� This explains why the 1996 Asylum & 
Immigration Act, the last piece of immigration legislation 
of the outgoing Conservative Government, remained a 
key part of the legal framework for the new Government’s 
immigration policy until it eventually passed the 1999 
Immigration & Asylum Act� 

Firmer, Fairer, Faster
“The only way of addressing the problems which this 
Government inherited was to undertake a fundamental 
review of the whole system of immigration control from 
start to finish, from initial applications overseas through to 
permanent settlement, citizenship or removal abroad. That 
is what we have done.” 2

The key document of the 1997-2001 period was the 1998 
White Paper titled “Fairer, faster, and firmer - a modern 
approach to immigration and asylum”� In it, the New 
Labour Government highlighted its concerns about the 
degree of complexity and the length of time it took to 
process applications in the existing immigration system� 

Along with a rapidly changing environment that included 
more and cheaper ways to travel internationally, 

and the increasing development of computerised 
tools, modernisation became a key element of the 
policy proposals� The three underlying principles 
- fairer, faster and firmer - were built into the white 
paper as mechanisms to remedy backlogs and 
streamline procedures to facilitate settlement to 
genuine applications� 

Two major elements also influenced this set of policies. 
The first was the Human Rights Act3, which went through 
Parliament alongside the publication of the immigration 
white paper� This piece of legislation would fundamentally 
shape the asylum system, incorporating the European 
Convention of Human Rights into domestic law and 
entrenching a human rights legal and political culture 
in the UK� The second was a strong push to understand 
the asylum-seeking process as a bilateral relationship, 
where both government and applicants have duties4 (the 
‘rights and responsibilities’ agenda). The fundamental 
vision was now one of an asylum system that created 
mutual obligations – what the White Paper called a 
‘new covenant’ – where the applicant was expected to 
recognise their obligations, which included obeying the 
law, keeping in regular contact with authorities, telling the 
truth about their circumstances, and leaving the country if 
their application was rejected� 

2      Fairer, Faster, and Firmer - A modern approach to immigration and asylum’, White Paper, CM 4018, July 1998 (https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/
uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/264150/4018.pdf). 

3 Human Rights Act 1998 (https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1998/42/contents).
4 ‘Fairer, Faster and Firmer - A modern approach to immigration and asylum’, Chapter 8, p. 33.

Along with a rapidly changing 
environment that included more 
and cheaper ways to travel 
internationally, and the increasing 
development of computerised 
tools, modernisation became a key 
element of the policy proposals. The 
three underlying principles - fairer, 
faster and firmer - were built into 
the white paper as mechanisms to 
remedy backlogs and streamline 
procedures to facilitate settlement 
to genuine applications. 
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The ‘faster’ principle was the intended outcome of 
reforming a system that was deemed to be failing due 
to its complexity� The backlog of asylum applications 
at the time exceeded 52,000 files, with a significant 
number that were over five years old. The New Labour 
Government wanted to address what seemed to be an 
already clogged system which, in short, was not working 
for anyone� In data released in 2002, we can see that 
the number of asylum applications from 1995-1998 had 
remained stable at below 10,000 applications per quarter, 
except for the period between the end of 1995 and the 
beginning of 1996� This means that while the system was 
being perceived and described as profoundly clogged, 
in hindsight, the volume of applications was relatively 
low compared to later periods – where applications 
occasionally rose up to over 20,000 per quarter (as they 
did in 1999 or 2001)�5

One of the most notable changes in the immigration 
system around the time of the White Paper was the 
abolition of the much debated ‘Primary Purpose Rule’, 
a framework that evaluated marriages between an 
immigrant and someone settled in the UK to identify 
whether its primary purpose was to obtain UK residence� 
Eliminating this rule was a strong political statement and 
an example of the Government’s commitment to build a 
‘fairer’ system� 

The desire to make the system simpler and faster was built 
on the notion that reducing strain on the immigration 
system and its staff would reduce delays, and delays 
were precisely the aspect that could easily be exploited 
by those who wished to abuse the system� This fed 

into the vision of a ‘firmer’ system, that, in conjunction 
with policies around frontier controls, appeals, and 
enforcement, would create a robust system with an ever-
decreasing tolerance for applicants who did not meet the 
criteria to receive protection�

For example, one set of policies proposed by the White 
Paper were those around border controls� This stage 
of the migration process was deemed essential for the 
government to achieve two major outcomes: to speed 
the passage of British citizens and genuine travellers, 
and to target people prior to entry who did not have 
a legal right to enter or stay on British territory� The 
Government focused on securing borders through ‘greater 
operational flexibility’, which in the White Paper was 
proposed as enabling border control staff to respond 
to higher-risk situations by minimising time spent on 
lower risk situations or profiles, performing what seemed 
unnecessarily detailed routine controls�

Procedures with multiple stages that felt outdated were 
affecting staff capacity (and hence resources) and had a 
knock-on effect on genuine applicants, who faced longer 
waits and uncertainty� The Government was increasingly 
concerned that these long and complex mechanisms 
were in practice favouring individuals who had no right 
to enter or settle in the UK� Simplifying and integrating 
systems whenever possible was seen as the way forward 
to control and regulate the system as a whole, making it 
more efficient and more just. A number of policies were 
drafted to this end, including modernisation through 
computerisation (which would remove or reduce paper-
based bureaucracy), and moving into simpler and shorter 
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5  ‘Secure Borders, Safe Haven: Integration with diversity in Modern Britain’, Feb. 2002 
(https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/250926/cm5387.pdf) p. 50.
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procedures instead of keeping multiple layers or steps� 
Computers were seen as a key instrument in providing 
staff with fast access to information (relevant legislation, 
etc�) to guide decision-making� The hopes around 
technology becoming the enabler of ‘fast tracking’ were 
fed by a growing alliance with the private sector6 that 
had the intention of processing all casework into new IT 
systems for pre- and post-entry procedures� 

While technology was rightly considered as helpful for 
increasing the efficiency of case management, it also 
had a wider, more structural impact� One example of 
this was the introduction of fingerprinting (Eurodac, a 
larger European-based initiative on fingerprinting asylum 
applicants, began in 2003)� This more sophisticated 
identification system would significantly impact the data 
available to authorities and facilitate identification for 
communication and removals, as well as reference checks 
and other enquiries that could be performed by public 
agencies once this information was collected�

For the New Labour Government, a ‘modern’ policy was 
not only one that relied on new technologies, but also 
one that integrated as many aspects of the asylum system 
as possible� This meant pushing for the integration of 
different stages whenever possible, having different 
agencies to communicate and treat cases in a single file, 
and removing multiple-step mechanisms such as the 
‘White List’, a rule that allowed a separate procedure if 
the applicant came from a listed country� The removal 
of such processes, alongside the abolition of qualifying 
periods for grants of settlement to successful applicants, 
was designed to speed up response rates and modernise 
the system. This framework influenced the system for 
years to come� The asylum process in the UK came to 
prioritise the investigation of individual claimants over 
country-wide assessments, although this trend has 
been significantly bucked in recent years with the rise of 
resettlement programmes for specific countries such as 
Syria, Afghanistan, and Ukraine� 

The intention of simplifying the system was also evident 
through two further structural decisions: creating a single 
budget for asylum seeker support that would be owned 
and administered by the Home Office, and pushing for a 
transformation of the appeal system into a single appeal 
right� The intended outcomes of these proposals were, 
as above, to streamline the system into one that could 
respond quickly, with fewer protocols and agencies to 
coordinate, on the one hand, and on the other, to rapidly 
determine whether to grant protection to or to remove the 
unsuccessful applicant� 

Separating asylum seekers from the mainstream welfare 

state has had a significant impact on the process of 
seeking asylum� In this period, the Government had the 
stated intention of designing policies that ensured that no 
applicant would be condemned to destitution but, at the 
same time, minimising the potential of those interested in 
economic migration to manipulate the asylum application 
system� This precipitated a heated debate regarding 
the proper way to support applicants (which continued 
beyond this period)7,  with the Government offering 
provision as a ‘last resort’ and pushing for a complete 
removal of direct financial support. This included 
minimising cash payments and separating asylum seekers 
from the main benefits systems, removing responsibility 
from social services departments, and making the support 
of national Government (in the form of accommodation 
and subsistence) a last resort for applicants�

This vision of ‘last resort’ would also resonate with a 
sense of scarcity and guarded support, as those safety net 
mechanisms did not extend to rejected applicants8�  The 
‘no-cash’ approach was maintained in the 1999 policies. 
Here, the overall policy was that government support 
should be for subsistence purposes and, as far as possible, 
given in kind, while opening a degree of flexibility for 
incidental expenses� Only once an applicant had been 
granted refugee status or leave to remain, would they 
become eligible for public funds and have access to the 
national benefits system.

The Government also proposed an overhaul of the 
appeals system to reduce the multiplicity of appeal rights� 
The Immigration & Asylum Act of 1999 introduced a one-
stop appeal system while still protecting rights of appeal 
in different circumstances, but it would enact multiple 
limitations and conditions to limit those rights, including 
a duty to disclose the grounds for appeal� The Act was 
also notable for bringing in the new approach of ‘asylum 
dispersal’, moving asylum seekers en masse away from 
the South-East of England and London for the first time. 
This in turn had a knock-on effect on the third sector, 
with organisations growing in places such as Glasgow, 
Liverpool, and the North-East of England, which ended up 
with large numbers of dispersed asylum seekers� 

Integration Strategy
In 2000, the Government launched a first attempt at a 
national refugee integration plan, ‘Full and Equal Citizens 
— A Strategy for the Integration of Refugees into the 
United Kingdom’9 � It was intended to help refugees (those 
with protected status) and not asylum seekers secure 
access to jobs, accommodation, welfare benefits, health, 
education and language services, and to encourage 

6  Siemens Business Services was the private sector provider for computerisation for the asylum system at the time�
7  Some of this debate is captured on the Research Paper 96/9 by Richard Craknell, ‘Social security changes for asylum seekers and other persons from abroad’ 

(https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/RP96-9/RP96-9.pdf).
8 With the exception of children and particularly vulnerable applicants�
9  ‘Full and Equal Citizens — A Strategy for the Integration of Refugees into the United Kingdom’, London, Home Office, 2000.
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10  ‘Secure Borders, Safe Haven: Integration with Diversity in Modern Britain’, February 2002, p. 70, cf. p. 12 of this report for more detail. 
11  ‘“A proud history of protecting refugees”: Ambivalent Responses to Refugee Integration in Government Policy Documents’, Critical Approaches to Discourse 

Analysis across Disciplines, 11/1 (https://www.lancaster.ac.uk/fass/journals/cadaad/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/02-Parker.pdf) pp. 20 – 40, p. 26.0

in a 2019 journal article, Dr Samuel 
Parker pointed out the internal 
contradictions apparent in this 
first attempt at a national refugee 
integration strategy, particularly 
in prioritising support for refugees 
but refusing to offer it to those still 
awaiting a decision on their claim. 

community participation� The Government said of 
the strategy:

‘[It] seeks to learn from the high level of activity and good 
practice already existing in many areas of the country 
and in the European Union and elsewhere� It seeks to 
establish what is effective in integration so that what 
works can be spread further to other areas and to other 
communities� Our aim is not to produce a package into 
which successful asylum seekers are pushed in at one end, 
and out, of which integrated refugees appear at the other� 
Communities are different. Refugees are different. Our 
aim is to help all refugees develop their potential and to 
contribute to the cultural and economic life of the country 
as equal members of society�” 10

However, in a 2019 journal article, Dr Samuel Parker 
pointed out the internal contradictions apparent in this 
first attempt at a national refugee integration strategy, 
particularly in prioritising support for refugees but 
refusing to offer it to those still awaiting a decision 
on their claim. Parker stated that: ‘inconsistencies in 
category use are apparent throughout Full and Equal 
Citizens (Home Office 2000) and it becomes clear that 
rather than a fully formed policy document, in which 
the government is setting out its vision, the strategy 
is more a work in progress�11’  So whilst this Strategy 
represents an important milestone in Government 
efforts on refugee integration, it should be seen as a fairly 
tentative first step rather than a fully thought-through and 
resourced intervention�

Asylum numbers in this period
Despite the New Labour Government’s attempts to 
modernise and refine the asylum system, the number of 
asylum applications rose very sharply from 1997 to 2001, 
from just over 30,000 to more than 70,000� It is hard to 
attribute this rise directly to changes made by the New 
Labour Government to the asylum system - much more 
likely it was a result of major geopolitical developments of 
the time, including the break-up of Yugoslavia, civil war in 
Somalia, and eventually the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan� 
What is clearer is that the rise in asylum application 
numbers encouraged an increased focus on the principle 
of ‘firmness’ in guiding the shape of the asylum system, as 
seen in the next chapter� 

Outcome of initial decisions on asylum applications
Annual figures for main applicants only
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CHAPTER TWO
2001 - 2005 – ‘New labour 2.0’

After a second landslide victory, Labour entered their 
second term of office in 2001. The moderate Home 
Secretary Jack Straw was replaced by the more 
conservative David Blunkett, who took a tougher 
approach on a whole host of Home Office issues, and 
especially immigration and asylum� The context for this 
approach was set by the wider domestic and international 
political context. In Spring/Summer 2001, a series of ‘race 
riots’ took place across the UK, including in Oldham, 
Bradford, and Burnley. This led to a Home Office review 
into community cohesion, led by academic Ted Cantle,12 
which warned that communities were in danger of living 
‘parallel lives’ and called for a national cohesion and 
integration strategy� Then, the 9/11 terror attacks  and 
ensuing invasion of Afghanistan resulted in an influx of 
Afghan asylum seekers to Europe and the UK� In 2002, 
annual asylum applications peaked at 84,132 (103,080, 
including dependants), the highest annual number to 
date� Indeed, this period was referred to colloquially by 
both politicians and journalists as ‘the asylum crisis’ (a 
phrase that became popular again following the mass 
movement of people out of Syria post-2015)� 

Right to work, appeal reforms  
& detention
The main piece of Government legislation on immigration 
in the early 2000s was the Nationality, Immigration & 
Asylum Act 2002, which removed the right to work after 6 
months of being in the asylum process� Given the record 
numbers of applications and the slow speed at which 
claims were being fully determined this led to a significant 
rise in material need for many asylum seekers, and 
resulted in a rise of grassroots civil society projects (many, 
but not all, faith-based) that sprang up to support people, 
particularly with food and accommodation� Although 
it was only later that the phrase ‘hostile environment’ 
gained prominence, it is arguable that it was in the early 
2000s that destitution was first used as an implicit policy 
response to a system creaking under the strain of record 
asylum numbers�

The 2002 Act acknowledged a ‘one-stop’ approach as 
the most adequate principle for asylum appeals but 
proposed making it easier to understand by adjusting 

the language, removing repetition of processes, 
and reviewing inconsistencies and omissions� More 
importantly, this Government would prioritise defining 
specific immigration decisions that attracted a right to 
appeal and setting deadlines for the submission of claims� 
Furthermore, the Immigration Appellate Authority would 
be superseded in 2005, making the First-Tier Tribunal the 
only stop to exhaust the right to appeal a refusal� 

A key part of the policies of this period were the decisions 
made around enforcement and removals� With the 
intention of being fair and firm, the Government wanted 
to deal harshly with individuals who had no right to enter 
or stay in the UK, and this also meant putting pressure 
on those attempting to exploit vulnerable populations 
through criminal activities such as human trafficking and 
other ways to facilitate clandestine entry (for example, 
providing false documents or enabling fraudulent 
marriage arrangements)� 

While ‘illegal entry’ was a concern, the Government 
believed thinking about organisational actors was more 
effective than focusing solely on individual cases of 
illegal entry. Part of the vision of a firmer system was the 
introduction of more severe criminal offences, particularly 
for malicious actors that abused the system� Enforcing 
such offences required other policy changes such as 
cooperation, intelligence, and integration between 
agencies� Using deception to seek or obtain leave to enter 
or remain was already categorised as a criminal offence, 
but with this policy proposal such offences were extended 
and strengthened� 

The multi-agency approach was designed to provide 
greater power to enforcement procedures� A clear 
example of an operational policy that put this into practice 
was the extension of powers of immigration officers, 
to allow them to make arrests in certain circumstances 
without the need for police forces� An additional example 
of this type of structural policy was with registrars, who 
were granted extended powers to assess the credibility of 
instruments and documents in the context of migration 
matters. While it’s difficult to identify the impact these 
specific measures had on the number of removals, total 
figures of enforced removals and voluntary departures13 
increased over the years, from 11,345 in 1997 to 24,990 
in 2004�14

12       ‘Community Cohesion: A Report of the Independent Review Team’, Ted Cantle  (https://tedcantle.co.uk/pdf/communitycohesion%20cantlereport.pdf).
13   Including enforced removals, asylum removals performed by Enforcement Officers using port powers of removal, persons departing voluntarily after notifying 

the UK Border Agency of their intention to leave prior to their departure, persons leaving under Assisted Voluntary Return Programmes run by the International 
Organization for Migration and since 2005 those who it has been established left the UK without informing the immigration authorities.

14   See data from the Immigration statistical summary 1999-2008 published by the Home Office, 2011 (https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/immigration-
statistical-summary-1999-2008)�
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While described as ‘unfortunate’, detention was an 
element of the enforcement process that was valued as 
necessary to prioritise and increase faster removal15� In 
this period, detention was justified in cases when removal 
was imminent, if there was a reasonable belief that the 
person would fail the terms of their temporary admission, 
or there was lack of clarity regarding identification. In 
1997, there were around 900 detention ‘places’ in the UK 
and in the period between 1998 and 2001 this number 
increased to just under 2,800 places in the then-named 
‘Removal Centres’, with a plan to increase capacity by a 
further 40% before 200316�  Detention would continue to 
be an important focus during the following years, with 
policies changing between expanding and reducing the 
detention infrastructure, always with the primary focus 
to support speedy removals� An example of this was the 
Detained Fast Track (DFT) policy introduced in 2003 (for 
male applicants only; in 2005 it was also introduced for 
females), where an asylum applicant identified by the 
UK Border Agency having the potential for a fast decision 
would be detained until a decision was made� 

This management strategy was highly effective in terms of 
removals compared to cases managed outside detention; 
however, a 2011 inspection of this mechanism concluded 
that the DFT was ‘not working as quickly as intended 
and has insufficient safeguards to prevent people being 
incorrectly allocated to it� On average, decisions are not 
being made until 13 days after a person’s arrival in the 
DFT, despite the Agency’s published aim of three days.’  
It was challenged in 2011 by a third sector organisation, 
which led to the policy ending�  

The next significant piece of legislation in this area was the 
Asylum and Immigration (Treatment of Claimants, etc�) 
Act 2004, which made several important changes to the 
asylum system� It created a single tier of appeal for asylum 
seekers, the Asylum and Immigration Tribunal, to consider 
all appeals against immigration and asylum decisions� 
Further appeals to the high court could only be made 
on the grounds that the Tribunal made an error of law� 
The Act also created criminal sanctions to punish people 
who arrived in the UK without a valid travel document 
unless they had a reasonable excuse� It further limited 
eligibility for refugee support, with failed asylum seekers 
being refused child support if they were not deemed to 
be ‘cooperating with the removals process’. It allowed 
the Government to tag, track, and use voice recognition 
technology to trace asylum seekers (a policy designed to 

15  Secure Borders, Safe Haven: Integration with diversity in Modern Britain’, p. 66
16  ‘Secure Borders, Safe Haven: Integration with diversity in Modern Britain’, p. 66.
17    ‘Asylum: A thematic inspection of the Detained Fast Track’ July-September 2011 (https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/

attachment_data/file/546246/Asylum_A-thematic-inspection-of-Detained-Fast-Track_2012.pdf).
18     ‘Fast Track to Despair’, Detention Action, 2011 (https://detentionaction.org.uk/publications/fast-track-to-despair/).
19   Ager, A and Strang, A., ‘Indicators of Integration: Final Report’, Home Office Development and Practice Report 28, 2004.
20   ‘Secure Borders, Safe Haven: Integration with diversity in Modern Britain’, Home Office, CM 5387, February 2002. (https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/

government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/250926/cm5387.pdf).
21   ‘Secure Borders, Safe Haven: Integration with diversity in Modern Britain’, pp. 10-11.

be an alternative to detention)� And it brought in a loans 
system to replace prior back payments of income support 
and related benefits to refugees. 

Integration interventions 
Perhaps as an attempt to balance these efforts at 
toughening the asylum system, this period also saw 
more concerted efforts to promote integration. In 2002 
the Home Office commissioned academics Ager and 
Strang to develop a framework for understanding and 
evaluating efforts at integration which was published 
as the ‘Indicator of Integration’ report in 2004.  The 
report identified 10 ‘domains’ of integration related to 
four overall themes: achievement and access across the 
sectors of employment, housing, education and health; 
assumptions and practice regarding citizenship and 
rights; processes of social connection within and between 
groups within the community; and structural barriers 
to such connection related to language, culture and the 
local environment� This framework was subsequently 
used to evaluate projects funded from local, national, and 
European sources� 

Alongside this more theoretical work, the 2002 White  
Paper ‘Secure Borders, Safe Haven: Integration with 
Diversity in Modern Britain’20  attempted to frame 
immigration policies through issues of community 
cohesion and integration� One of the policy solutions 
presented was to develop a more meaningful concept of 
‘citizenship’. The document stated:

‘To ensure social integration and cohesion in the UK, 
we need to develop a stronger understanding of what 
citizenship really means…The acquisition of British 
nationality is a bureaucratic exercise, with almost no effort 
made to engage new members of the community with the 
fundamentals of our democracy and society.’21

Under the subsequent Nationality, Immigration, and 
Asylum Act (2002), all local authorities were required to 
provide new ‘Citizenship Ceremonies’ for all successful 
applicants for naturalisation or registration as a British 
citizen, aged 18 or over, whose application was received 
and processed by the Home Office from 1 January 2004. 
Allied with this the ‘Life in the UK’ test was introduced in 
2005 for citizenship applications and in 2007 for Indefinite 
Leave to Remain applications� The White Paper also 
promised to promote the importance of British citizenship 
by speeding up the process of citizenship acquisition, 
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promoting language training and education, updating 
deprivation of citizenship procedures, and reforming 
nationality legislation�22

The Paper outlined the formation of a ’National Refugee 
Integration Forum’ (NRIF), with oversight from a Home 
Office minister, which was to draw together local 
authorities, Government departments, and the voluntary 
and private sectors to monitor and steer the development 
of a strategy for integration� This was accompanied by 
the statement that: ‘the Government is committed to 
integration as a vital part of the whole asylum process and 
is determined to give those who qualify as refugees every 
possible opportunity to build their lives here as full and 
equal citizens.’ 23

The NRIF was eventually re-organised in 2005/2006 and 
abruptly abolished in Autumn 200624�  In July 2004, the 
Government published a consultation document entitled 
‘Integration Matters: A National Strategy for Refugee 
Integration’. The Refugee Council responded with a 
critique of New Labour’s approach to refugee integration 
that was common to civil society actors of the time, on the 
basis that it deliberately ‘kicked in late’ by helping only 
those granted refugee status and not those in the process 
of having their claim determined� In their consultation 
response the Refugee Council stated that:

‘We do not believe it is possible to promote positive 
images of refugees effectively without promoting positive 
images of asylum seekers, particularly when the terms 
‘refugee’ and ‘asylum seeker’ are used interchangeably 
within negative media reporting.’25

The�Kirkhope�Review�-�the�
Conservatives in opposition
In opposition, and in response to the ‘asylum crisis’ of 
the early 2000s, the Conservative Party tasked Timothy 
Kirkhope MEP, a former immigration minister at the tail 
end of the Major Government, to conduct a review of the 
UK’s immigration and asylum systems26� In September 
2003, the ‘Kirkhope Commission on Asylum’ published 
a report entitled ‘Building a fairer asylum system’  to be 
followed the following year by a report into immigration 
policy more generally. The report made 20 specific 
recommendations to improve asylum procedures and 
outcomes� Some of these were designed to further 
‘toughen’ the asylum process, such as removing the 
asylum decision process from normal UK judicial 
processes and reviews and only granting temporary 
status to successful asylum seekers� Others, however, 
were notable in their flexibility and pragmatism, including 
allowing people to apply for asylum in British Embassies 
and Consulates and creating asylum application centres 
in ‘safe’ neighbouring countries during times of crisis 
that are supported from the UK Overseas Aid Budget� The 
report, however, made no serious case for the importance 
of an integration strategy for refugees, beyond a cursory 
mention of a ‘one-way’ contract of obligations signed by 
a successful applicant in return for a temporary grant of 
protection�

22       Secure Borders, Safe Haven: Integration with diversity in Modern Britain’, p. 31.
23   ‘Secure Borders, Safe Haven: Integration with diversity in Modern Britain’, p. 74.
24   The NRIF’s historic website is available here: https://www.nrif.org.uk/. It still references being overseen by Joan Ryan MP, who was a junior Home Office minister at 

the time of its abolition in 2006�
25   The Refugee Council’s response to the Government’s consultation document published in July 2004: ‘Integration Matters: A National Strategy for Refugee 

Integration’, October 2004
26    ‘Building a fairer asylum system’, The Kirkhope Commission on Asylum, September 2003 (https://www.kirkhope.org.uk/sites/www.kirkhope.org.uk/files/

building_a_fair_asylum_system_0.pdf).24
27  For the full text of Tony Blair’s speech on Asylum and Immigration, see The Guardian, 22 April 2005
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Immigration�can’t�be�ignored
In late April 2005, Tony Blair made his first full policy 
speech on immigration and asylum as Prime Minister 
for several years� In it he used the framework of the 
Government’s new five-year strategy to address 
the public’s perceived concerns about asylum and 
immigration� In the speech, Blair notably placed greater 
emphasis on those measures focused on tightening and 
speeding up the asylum system than on those focused 
on integration� The former got an extensive airing, with 
references to asylum application numbers falling as a 
result of increasing the number of immigration officers, 
speeding up removals, making faster asylum decisions, 
reducing appeal rights, using technology to increase 
Channel Tunnel security, tightening the rules on benefits 
and restricting the use of Legal Aid�  In the entire speech, 
there was a single sentence referencing attempts by David 
Blunkett to ‘integrate successful asylum applicants better 
and more swiftly into British society with new language 
and citizenship requirements’, before the Prime Minister 
returned to discussing further measures to prevent illegal 
immigration� 27

Despite his own rhetoric, during the speech Blair attacked 
Michael Howard’s Conservative Party for deliberately 
attempting to stoke people’s fears about immigration 
with their slogan ‘It’s not racist to talk about immigration 
- are you thinking what I’m thinking?’ But despite asylum 
applications falling away quite dramatically following the 
2002 peak, this was an issue that Labour just couldn’t get 
away from, with a sceptical and anxious public wanting 
to hear a credible plan for the future� Indeed, in his 
book, Immigration under New Labour, policy expert Will 
Somerville likened Labour’s asylum policy approach to 
a ‘vicious circle’.28  Echoing this analysis, academic Sarah 
Spencer wrote:

‘In the face of unprecedented numbers of asylum seekers in 
its early years in government, Labour went to extraordinary 
lengths to prevent them reaching Britain, to curtail 
safeguards in the refugee determination system, to detain 
adults and children and to remove them from the UK. 
True, the pressure from the tabloid press was extreme – 
Labour feared a surge in support for the extreme right and 
also inherited a backlog of 50,000 applications in a case 
management system unfit for the purpose – but in the overt 
use of destitution as a means to deter new arrivals and 
encourage refused asylum-seekers to leave, it crossed a line 
that some will not easily forgive or forget. In its rhetoric, 
moreover, Labour exacerbated its own predicament: with 
each new assurance that it would be ‘tough on asylum’ it 
reinforced the fears it hoped to assuage. Asylum numbers 
fell by some 70%  from their peak in 2002, but the public 
was not reassured.’ 29

In the entire speech, there was 
a single sentence referencing 
attempts by David Blunkett to 
‘integrate successful asylum 
applicants better and more 
swiftly into British society with 
new language and citizenship 
requirements’, before the Prime 
Minister returned to discussing 
further measures to prevent 
illegal immigration. 

27  For the full text of Tony Blair’s speech on Asylum and Immigration, see The Guardian, 22 April 2005
28  Immigration under New Labour, Will Somerville, 2007�
29 ‘Immigration under Labour’, eds. Tim Finch and David Goodhart, IPPR/Prospect, Nov. 2010, p. 20.
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CHAPTER THREE
2005 - 2010 – ‘New labour - A third (and final) chance’

Tony Blair’s Government continued with strict asylum 
and refugee policies after 2005. When Blair made way 
for Gordon Brown as prime minister in 2007, asylum 
policy - and immigration policy more broadly - had far 
lower prominence, possibly because Brown had seen the 
essential role of immigration to the economy during his 
decade in the Treasury� As a result, he did not introduce 
any immigration-related legislation in his three years in 
office, although it was an active period for NGO advocacy. 
Brown did make a keynote speech in 2009 promising to 
introduce a points-based system to control some aspects 
of immigration, but was voted out of Downing Street 
before he could introduce any changes�

The UK General Election was held on 12 May 2005 and 
resulted in the third consecutive victory for the Labour 
Party, albeit with its majority reduced from 167 to 66 
seats. The following Parliament saw four different Home 
Secretaries - Charles Clarke (2004-2006), John Reid (2006-
2007), Jacqui Smith (2007-2009), and Alan Johnson (2009-
2010)� The narrative that set the tone for immigration 
reform in 2005 centred on controlling the UK’s borders 
and preventing entry to those without a valid claim 
for protection�  

Controlling�our�borders�(2005)
The ‘Controlling our Borders: Making migration work for 
Britain’ report30  set out a five-year strategy concentrating 
on immigration and reform of the asylum and appeals 
procedure� The Government focused on securing its 
borders through various strategies� It aimed to use new 
forms of technology to control individuals before arrival, 
at the borders and within the UK� The Government 
deployed airline liaison officers to ‘high-risk routes’ such 
as Northern France and Belgium to provide training to 
airline check-in staff for forged documents and take the 
fingerprints of particular ‘high-risk’ categories. The report 
revealed that by 2005, 33,000 individuals were denied 
entry to the UK in areas where airline liaison officers were 
deployed� This resulted in cuts to illegal entry through 
French ports including Calais and the Channel Tunnel� 
They also applied carrier’s liability to airlines, trains, 
ferry companies, and hauliers to ensure that individuals 
possessed the appropriate legal documents to enter 
the UK� In addition, the Government worked closely 
with airline companies to prevent asylum seekers from 
destroying documents pertaining to their true country of 
origin to prevent abuse of the asylum system� According 

to the report ‘Controlling our Borders’, this would be 
further enforced from June 2005 in collaboration with the 
airline industry31� 

Those who entered the UK to apply for asylum would 
be subject to various forms of immigration control� 
Detention capacity was increased for some asylum 
seekers considered to be ‘high risk’ in addition to 
accelerating their applications� New procedures also 
meant that asylum seekers who were not in detention 
were required to remain in regular contact with the Home 
Office and immigration officers. This included contacting 
accommodation centres, regular reporting, arrangements 
for paying asylum support, attending appeals in person 
and electronic tagging� The Government aimed to 
reform the appeals process from April 2005� Successive 
governments had promised to replace the multi-tiered 
appeals system since 1999, and new legislation tried once 
more to create a streamlined single tier that would speed 
up the asylum process and removals� 

The Government would also begin monitoring the 
prevailing situation in the country of origin and if the 
situation had not improved within five years, refugees 
would only then be granted permanent status to remain 
in the UK� Genuine refugees would be allowed to remain 
and the Government would help them find employment 
and participate in community life - although the report 
gave no indication on how this would be achieved� 
Indeed, it is notable that the only reference to integration 
in the ‘Controlling our Borders’ report is in relation to 
the decision to increase the number and complexity 
of requirements made of those who wish to apply for 
permanent settlement or become British citizens� 

30   ‘Controlling our borders: Making migration work for Britain’, February 2005 (https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/
attachment_data/file/251091/6472.pdf).

31   'Controlling our borders: Making migration work for Britain’, p. 26.

Indeed, it is notable that the only 
reference to integration in the 
‘Controlling our Borders’ report 
is in relation to the decision 
to increase the number and 
complexity of requirements made 
of those who wish to apply for 
permanent settlement or become 
British citizens. 
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Applicants whose situations had improved would be 
expected to return to their home countries� This had 
further implications for those from ‘safe countries’. Failed 
asylum seekers from designated ‘safe countries’ would 
be returned to those countries to process their asylum 
claims� According to the report, by 2005, the Government 
returned 200 asylum seekers a month to safe countries 
under the Dublin regulation, and the Right of Appeal was 
also removed for safe country applicants� In general, failed 
asylum seekers would not be entitled to Government 
support if they did not cooperate with their return� 

This period also witnessed the outsourcing of migration 
control to third-party entities such as employers� 
According to the report, the Government conducted 
1,600 operations against illegal work in 2004 and 
found 3,330 people working illegally� Employers were 
expected to conduct proper document checks and 
ensure that they were not employing illegal workers� 
The Government aimed to introduce on-the-spot fines 
of £2,000 for employers caught with illegal workers 
and greater stakeholder sharing information for 
workplace inspections� 

Nationality�and�Asylum�Act�(2006)
The Immigration, Nationality and Asylum Act (2006)32  
largely put into legislation the proposals set out in 
the ‘Controlling Our Borders’ report. It solidified the 
Government’s aims to ensure greater control over the UK’s 
borders and reconfigure a system criticised as ‘not fit for 
purpose’ by the then Home Secretary John Reid in May 
2006�33  The act was divided into appeals, employment, 
information, claimants and applicants, and miscellaneous 
and general�

The appeals process was categorically reformed and 
imposed various restrictions on the Right to Appeal 
for failed asylum seekers, refugees, and those with 
human rights claims� Amongst the most notable of 
these changes was the fact that individuals who were 
refused entry clearance at ports would no longer have 
the Right of Appeal, and failed asylum claims with no 
new evidence amounting to a fresh claim would not 
carry the Right of Appeal. The Act solidified its aim to 
outsource migration control to third parties as prescribed 
in the Controlling Our Borders' Report� The Secretary 
of State was awarded greater powers to impose civil 
penalties on employers who hired adults subject to 
immigration control.  Immigration officers were given 

new powers to request a list of passengers from ships 
and aircrafts entering, leaving, or expected to leave the 
UK� They could request passengers' immigration status, 
retain identity documents, take biometric information 
including fingerprints and eye-scanning, and impose short 
detention periods for lack of cooperation�

Under Section 45 of the Act, the Government introduced 
integration loans for refugees�34  This included those with 
humanitarian protection and a dependant of a person 
with refugee or humanitarian protection� Integration 
loans, managed by the Home Office, were introduced to 
facilitate access to private accommodation and so that 
refugees could buy necessities, education, and work 
training. The loans could not be used to pay off debts or 
for travel-related costs�35 They were developed in the hope 
that protected persons would play their part in society 
through helping them find stable accommodation or 
investment in their health and education�36  
However, according to the Refugee Council, delays in 
the administration of the loans made them virtually 
useless for securing move-on accommodation after a 
successful asylum claim, and even when the money 
was available, ‘restrictive eligibility criteria for local 
authority rent deposit schemes’ meant the loans failed 
in helping refugees get a foot on the housing ladder� As a 
result, 81 out of 100 newly-recognised refugees surveyed 
by the charity at the time were homeless or about 
to be homeless, and almost all relied on food banks, 
charities, and friends for access to food, money and 
accommodation�37

UK�Borders�Act�(2007)�and�the�
New Asylum Model
The UK Borders Bill Research Paper38 discussed the UK’s 
plans to adopt the UK Borders Act (2007)�The bill had three 
main aims, which were to enable immigration officers to 
acquire police powers at ports to help in police operations 
and asylum support offences, to regulate foreign nationals 
through an identity cards scheme, and to facilitate the 
automatic deportation of foreign criminals with limited 
rights of appeal and increase detention capacity� As a 
result, many foreign nationals resident in the UK were 
required to hold identity documents, although the form 
of these documents has changed significantly in the 
intervening years� Biometric cards introduced as a result 
of the legislation have largely been replaced by biometric 

32   'Immigration, Asylum and Nationality Act 2006’, Chapter 13.
33    'System “not fit for purpose”, says Reid’, The Guardian, 2006 (https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2006/may/23/immigrationpolicy.immigration1).
34    ‘Integration loans policy guidance’, 2015  

(https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/410929/Updated_loan_guidance_2015_v1_8.pdf)..
35  ‘Refugee integration loan’ (https://www.gov.uk/refugee-integration-loan/what-youll-get).
36    'Neighbourhood experiences of new immigration: Reflections from the evidence base’, Robinson, January 2007 (https://www.researchgate.net/profile/David-

Robinson-47/publication/252613726_Neighbourhood_experiences_of_new_immigration/links/540d9f330cf2df04e7555490/Neighbourhood-experiences-of-new-
immigration�pdf)�

37   ‘England’s forgotten refugees: Out of the fire and into the frying pan’, Refugee Council, 2019  
(https://www.refugeecouncil.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/England_s_Forgotten_Refugees_final.pdf).

38    'Research paper 07/11, ‘The UK Borders Bill’, January 2007 (https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/RP07-11/RP07-11.pdf).
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permits, while proof of settled or pre-settled status is now 
used for citizens of European Union countries since the UK 
left the EU.39

Additional provisions included necessitating residence 
and reporting conditions for foreign nationals such as 
those who could not be deported and those who had 
submitted human rights claims, looking beyond the 
UK’s borders in tackling illegal immigration and human 
trafficking and finally, providing immigration officers with 
greater access to HM Revenue and Customs Information� 
The recommendations were eventually implemented 
through the UK Borders Act (2007) which received Royal 
Assent on 30 October 2007�40 It was implemented against 
the backdrop of a change in leadership when Gordon 
Brown became the UK Prime Minister on 27 June 2007� 

The Act was also implemented during the introduction 
of the ‘New Asylum Model’, which was launched to 
provide a faster and more streamlined asylum process� 
This included one case officer being responsible for a 
single case up until granting status or removal� The New 
Asylum model had gained praise from the Legal Services 
Commission which introduced a pilot scheme in Solihull 
in 2006� It resulted in greater transparency when a single 
case worker was responsible for the entire case� However, 
it caused some complexities in the asylum procedure� 
The asylum seeker was expected to report daily to their 
case workers and if they lived within three miles of the 
reporting centre, they were not provided with funds for 
transport. This proved difficult for the elderly, pregnant 
women, and the disabled�41  The Home Affairs Select 
Committee stated that ‘the Act has met its intended 
effect’.42 However, Shami Chakrabati, the director of 
the civil liberties organisation Liberty questioned the 
Government’s commitment to human rights such as the 
right to liberty because methods of stopping individuals 
on the streets were racially divisive�43

Gateway Protection Programme
As well as these efforts to continue to tighten the asylum 
system, it is important to note that it was during the same 
period that the Government began the first national 
refugee resettlement programme, known as the Gateway 
Protection Programme� It was a refugee resettlement 

scheme in partnership with the European Union and the 
United Nations High Commission for Refugees, and was 
also welcomed by the Conservative party� The contract for 
the programme was awarded to local NGOs including the 
British Red Cross, Refugee Action, the Refugee Council, 
and the Refugee Arrivals Project to build on existing 
relationships and expertise� Although the 'Controlling Our 
Borders' Report stated that the Government would not 
rely upon a fixed quota for refugee entry, the programme 
had an initial fixed quota of 500 refugees which was 
eventually increased to 750�44

Before arrival, recognised refugees participated in a four-
day cultural orientation programme facilitated by the 
International Organisation for Migration� It consisted of 
information on finance, housing, education, healthcare 
and cultural readjustment� Upon arrival, refugees from 
countries including Iraq, The Democratic Republic of 
Congo, Somalia, Palestine, and Rohingya refugees were 
relocated to all parts of the UK with the assistance of NGOs 
responsible for particular areas� For example, refugees 
resettled in the North-West of England and Yorkshire were 
assisted by Refugee Action and the Refugee Council�

According to an evaluation report commissioned by the 
Home Office in 2011,45  the success rate of the programme 
varied� On one hand, Gateway providers developed 
innovative responses which increased ESOL provision 
for individuals who previously had limited access to 
the programmes, by introducing women’s groups and 
employing committed tutors� Refugees reported an 
increased sense of belonging to their local area beyond 
18 months, and the majority of respondents to the survey 
had socialised with non-refugees� On the other hand, 
adaptability to UK life varied by nationality, providers 
did not offer support beyond the initial 12 months and 
the majority could still not speak English� Women faced 
more barriers to learning English in comparison with male 
refugees� In addition, a large minority of refugees reported 
being subject to verbal or physical attacks at least once� 
Half of those did not report the attacks to the police or a 
provider� The majority of refugees were registered with a 
doctor but 41% reported problems in accessing healthcare 
which was related to linguistic barriers� The programme 
came to an end on 1 April 202046  and was replaced by the 
UK Resettlement Scheme in February 2021�47

39   ‘For UK residence cards, see: https://www.gov.uk/uk-residence-card
40  'UK Borders Act 2007’.
41   'Fit for purpose yet?’, The Independent Asylum Commission’s Interim Findings  (http://www.citizensforsanctuary.org.uk/pages/reports/InterimFindings.pdf).
42  'Post-legislative scrutiny of the UK Borders Act 2007’ (https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/post-legislative-scrutiny-of-the-uk-borders-act-2007).
43   'UK Borders Act 2007’, Chapter 30. Ministerial Statements: https://ilpa.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/resources/13263/UK-BORDERS-ACT-2007-_Ch.pdf.
44   ‘Social Citizenship, Social Policy and Refugee Integration: a Case of Policy Divergence in Scotland?’ Journal of Social Policy, 47/1, 2017 (https://www.cambridge.org/

core/journals/journal-of-social-policy/article/social-citizenship-social-policy-and-refugee-integration-a-case-of-policy-divergence-in-scotland/5D94459C7BB7CE36
8B764332A6029AFD)�

45   'An Evaluation of the Gateway Protection Programme: A Report Commissioned by the Home Office’, Deborah Platts-Fowler and David Robinson. 
46  'Gateway Protection Programme’ Refugee Council (https://refugeecouncil.org.uk/projects/gateway-protection-programme/). 
47   'Corporate Assessment Template of the UK Resettlement Scheme’, Cardiff Council (https://cardiff.moderngov.co.uk/documents/s38345/Cabinet%2019%20

Maawrth%202020%20Cynllun%20Preswylion%20Sefydlog%20i%20Ddinasyddion%20yn%20y%20DU%20-%20Atodiad%202.pdf?LLL=1).
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NGO�projects�-�the�Independent�
Asylum�Commission�(2007)
This period also witnessed an increased commitment to 
reform of the asylum system by civil society organisations� 
The Independent Asylum Commission48  was set up in 
2007 to conduct a wide-reaching review of the UK Asylum 
System� The Commission consisted of community groups 
from the London Citizens and Birmingham Citizens 
alliances, including local churches, mosques, trades 
union, schools and various other community groups� In 
addition, it received praise and support from UNISON 
Scotland who assisted in gathering information on the 
UK asylum system and encouraged an independent 
analysis of the quality of decision making and the 
removals process�49

The Commissioners expressed concern in various areas 
of the asylum system� Firstly, the asylum process was 
said to work against asylum seekers' access to a fair 
asylum procedure� Asylum seekers were penalised for 
their mode of arrival which is in direct contravention of 
Article 31 of the 1951 Refugee Convention, where parties 
are prohibited from penalising individuals based on 
their illegal entry, especially those hailing from countries 
‘where life or freedom was threatened’.50  The limited 
access to legal aid affected an applicant’s Right of Appeal 
following a negative decision� According to Refugee 
Action, between 2005-2018, 54% of solicitor providers had 
been lost and only 45% had remained.51  The increase in 
positive decisions after an appeal indicated that initial 
decisions were issued poorly� Reasons for this included 
the lack of implementation of gender-sensitive guidelines 
for traumatised women and the Border and Immigration 
Agency’s inadequate access to up-to-date Country of 
Origin Information�

The Commissioners raised several concerns about 
the use of administrative detention� Detention was 
costly, and the Home Office often provided insufficient 
reasons for detainment� Levels of suicide and harm 
were alarmingly high, and asylum seekers lived in the 
same detention facilities as foreign criminals, which 

resulted in increased trauma. Detention staff received 
insufficient training in mental health, religion, and 
racism, and resident complaints were poorly investigated� 
Furthermore, detainees were moved between centres 
unnecessarily, which led to lost belongings and protracted 
communication with family and friends� 

Secondly, the Commissioners found inconsistencies in 
access to healthcare entitlements for refugees� Upon 
receiving refugee status, disabled refugees were often 
denied disability benefits on top of the 28-week wait 
for a national insurance number required to access 
assistance�52  Thirdly, the Border and Immigration Agency 
made it difficult for asylum seekers, legal representatives 
and other involved parties to seek clarity on the progress 
of asylum cases� As a result, some asylum seekers 
experienced destitution, homelessness and lack of food 
and necessities due to administrative errors�

Finally, the treatment of vulnerable groups was of concern 
to the Commissioners� They found that asylum-seeking 
children faced exclusion from ordinary activities, such as 
tertiary education and travel opportunities, and children 
who lived as part of communities for many years were 
forced to return to their countries without consideration 
for the emotional and psychological impact� For LGBT 
asylum claimants, there was condemnation for ‘safe 
countries’ that were not necessarily safe such as Jamaica, 
paired with a lack of compassion for those slow to reveal 
their sexual orientation to the Home Office. 

Despite the findings of the Commission, the report 
achieved little influence on governance and suggested 
improvements were not implemented by the Home Office. 
Indeed, Dame Lin Homer, the former head of the Border 
and Immigration Agency, later renamed the UK Border 
Agency, criticised the report, saying ‘the claims made in 
this report are not based on any thorough knowledge’.53 

She affirmed that genuine refugees would be granted 
asylum, individuals who received negative decisions could 
seek a judicial review, and those eligible for deportation 
would be returned if it was safe to do so�

48   ‘Fit for purpose yet?’ The Independent Asylum Commission’s Report.  
49    ‘Response to the Independent Asylum Commission's Review of the UK Asylum System’, UNISON Scotland  

(https://www.unison-scotland.org.uk/response/asylumreviewresponseo7.html).
50    Convention and Protocol Relating to the Status of Refugees, UNHCR�
51   Tipping The Scales: Access To Justice In The Asylum System’, Refugee Action (https://www.refugee-action.org.uk/tipping-scales-access-justice-asylum-system/). 
52            ‘Poverty among refugees and asylum seekers in the UK, an evidence and policy review’, IRiS Working Paper Series, 2014 (https://www.birmingham.ac.uk/

documents/college-social-sciences/social-policy/iris/2014/working-paper-series/iris-wp-1-2014�pdf)�
53   The Guardian, March 2008 (https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2008/mar/27/immigrationpolicy.immigrationandpublicservices?gusrc=rss&feed=society).
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NGO�projects�-�the�Centre�for�
Social�Justice�(2008)
Another significant piece of civil society advocacy came 
in the form of the Centre for Social Justice’s (CSJ) paper 
titled ‘Asylum Matters’ in 2008.54 It was spearheaded 
by The Rt Hon Iain Duncan Smith MP, the leader of the 
Conservative Party between 2001-2003� It aimed to 
facilitate meaningful discussions on how the voluntary 
sector could assist in developing an independent 
asylum process� It was based on evidence from non-
partisan members of voluntary sector workers including 
academics, practitioners and policymakers� The paper's 
main aim was to provide policy recommendations for how 
asylum seekers should be treated after a decision had 
been made� These recommendations were designed to 
assist in putting an end to asylum seekers falling into the 
‘black hole’ of destitution and illegal work and facilitate a 
truly independent asylum process� 

The CSJ provided numerous recommendations� Firstly, 
it recommended that the role of the UK Border Agency 
(UKBA) be split into three separate bodies: UKBA for 
enforcement, an independent body for decision making, 
and a contracted support agency for support� Secondly, 
they recommended that the quality of asylum decisions 
should be reformed to award asylum to those most 
in need� This would include building an independent 

body of magistrates to make asylum decisions, giving 
judges greater powers to examine a case, increasing 
access to legal support services at the earliest possible 
stage and providing funding for expert Country of Origin 
information assessments, medical reports and other 
relevant information� 

Thirdly, the report recommended that housing and 
financial support should be provided regardless of the 
outcome for a maximum of six months� Fourthly, it 
recommended working with rejected asylum seekers 
to encourage voluntary returns, while enforced returns 
and removals should be only a last resort� Finally, it 
recommended that the Government should only detain 
asylum seekers who are a threat to national security or 
those who pose a risk of absconding� Asylum seekers who 
cannot return should be issued with a temporary right to 
remain, which would facilitate paid employment licences 
and the ability to contribute to their support� In December 
2008, the initiative was welcomed by the Refugee Council 
whilst affirming that poor decision-making prevented the 
issuing of good first decisions.55

The recommendations were not taken into account by 
the UK Government at the time, but by 2012 it announced 
its plans to split the UK Border Agency from the UKBA to 
‘become a separate operational command, with its own 
ethos of law enforcement, led by its own director general 
and accountable directly to Ministers’. 56

54   ‘Asylum Matters: Restoring Trust in the UK Asylum System’, The Centre for Social Justice, December 2008  
(https://www.centreforsocialjustice.org.uk/wp content/uploads/2018/03/AsylumMatters.pdf).

55    ‘Response to the Independent Asylum Commission's Review of the UK Asylum System’, UNISON Scotland 
(https://www.unison-scotland.org.uk/response/asylumreviewresponseo7.html).

56    Convention and Protocol Relating to the Status of Refugees, UNHCR�
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CHAPTER FOUR
2010 - 2015 – The coalition years

The 2010 General Election saw the end of Labour’s time 
in office and the start of the Coalition Government led by 
David Cameron. One of Cameron’s central promises as 
Prime Minister was to bring annual net migration down 
to ‘tens of thousands’, and he appointed Theresa May 
as Home Secretary who introduced a series of changes 
known as ‘the hostile environment’. 

The focal point of this approach was the 2014 Immigration 
Act, which extended control of immigration beyond just 
the borders and placed greater responsibility on private 
employers and public bodies to check the immigration 
status of employees and service users. The Conservatives’ 
coalition colleagues until 2015, the Liberal Democrats, 
blocked some aspects of the hostile environment, 
including tougher rules on checking the status of people 
renting homes� Those were introduced in legislation in 
2016, after the Liberal Democrats had left government. 
2010-15 was also a period when opportunities for the 
Government to work more closely with civil society 
emerged, only to be lost later� 

Partnership working on legal 
advice for asylum seekers
The Early Legal Advice Project57 (ELAP) was a pilot study 
introduced by the Home Office from November 2010 to 
December 2012� Launched in the Midlands and East of 
England regions, it aimed to help asylum seekers feel 
more supported and confident throughout the process, 
whilst increasing the quality of asylum decisions issued by 
the Home Office. The process involved investing more in 
paid work at the start of an asylum claim so that lawyers, 
decision-makers, and claimants could work together more 
closely before a decision was made� 

Using a wide range of quantitative and qualitative data 
from the UKBA and the Legal Services Commission, the 
Home Office published a report in May 2013 evaluating 
the effectiveness of the project.58 Firstly, positive 
results included the fact that caseworkers and legal 
representatives developed positive working relationships, 
particularly at the post-interview stage where the case 
was discussed in detail and recommendations shared� 

The ELAP process permitted an increase in positive 
decisions and reduced the number of appeals� ELAP legal 
representatives assisted best on complicated cases by 
working collaboratively with applicants to draft witness 
statements� These were notably helpful for the credibility 
assessment� However, there were some drawbacks� The 
ELAP process resulted in lengthier decision waiting times 
and increased the average cost of a case receiving publicly 
funded legal aid� In addition, a review conducted of ELAP 
cases revealed no significant impact on the quality of 
interviews�

ELAP was an opportunity to test better ways of making 
asylum decisions, which would enhance the asylum 
system and improve the experiences of asylum seekers 
when they asked for help� Indirectly, but also importantly, 
it was a chance for government officials and civil society 
to work more closely together. But after the evaluation 
was published, the project was ended and the focus on 
closer working with civil society faded away� 

The Hostile Environment
Whilst it is important to recognise these efforts at 
collaboration, there is no doubt that Theresa May’s 
signature policy on asylum was the ‘hostile environment’, 
a set of measures aimed at reducing the number of illegal 
immigrants in the UK and preventing them from utilising 
public services. It was first implemented in July 2013 
under ‘Operation Vaken’,59  which had three objectives� 
First, to encourage people to voluntarily depart by 
making them aware of the potential for imprisonment 
through 'Ad-Vans'� The Ad-Vans were displayed in London 
boroughs with the highest percentages of Black and Asian 
minority ethnic individuals�60 Second, to inform illegal 
immigrants of voluntary departure routes through media 
advertisements� Finally, to implement safe routes to 
access Home Office assistance through advertising in local 
faith and charity groups, and a new dedicated helpline� 
The UK Home Office deemed the operation successful. 
By October 2013, 60 individuals had returned to their 
home countries� Half became aware of the operation 
through posters in immigration surgeries, and one-sixth 
had seen the Ad-Vans� Moreover, a further 65 individuals 

57   ‘Early Legal Advice Project Guidance’  
(https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/726744/elap-midland-and-east.pdf).

58   'Evaluation of the Early Legal Advice Project Guidance’  
(https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/199962/horr70.pdf).

59   ‘Operation Vaken Evaluation Report’, October 2013 (https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/254411/
Operation_Vaken_Evaluation_Report.pdf).

60  ‘Ethnic Groups by Borough’, Office for National Statistics (ONS) (https://data.london.gov.uk/dataset/ethnic-groups-borough).
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were in the process of voluntarily departing through 
the Operation Vaken team61�  Looked at in the long view, 
however, Operation Vaken and the hostile environment 

The�Immigration�Act�(2014)
After Operation Vaken, legislative changes to implement 
the hostile environment were soon under way� The 
Immigration Act of 201463 brought forward measures 
which were described as intending ‘to reduce the number 
of illegal immigrants in the UK’.64 The Act aimed to restrict 
access to renting in the private sector, driving, opening 
bank accounts, access to benefits and unrestricted 
healthcare�65 Additional measures included data sharing 
between the UK Home Office, Government departments 
and external organisations� It also intended to prevent 
abuse of Article 8 of the ECHR (the right and respect for 

61   ‘Deportation and Voluntary Departure from the UK’, Migration Observatory, September 2022  
(https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/resources/briefings/deportation-and-voluntary-departure-from-the-uk/).

62   ‘Deportation and Voluntary Departure from the UK’, Migration Observatory, September 2022 (https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/resources/briefings/
deportation-and-voluntary-departure-from-the-uk/)�

63   ‘Immigration Act 2014’ (https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/immigration-bill).
64   ‘An inspection of the “hostile environment” measures relating to driving licences and bank accounts’, 2016 (https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/

uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/567652/ICIBI-hostile-environment-driving-licences-and-bank-accounts-January-to-July-2016.pdf). 
65   Impact of “hostile environment” policy’ (https://lordslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/lln-2018-0064/). 
66  'Immigration Act 2014’.
67  ‘Immigration Act 2014’, pp. 38-39.

more generally appear to have had an extremely limited 
impact on the number of voluntary returns, which in fact 
fell sharply from 2015 onwards� 62

family life) and reform the appeals procedure to make it 
easier to remove those with no right to be in the UK�66

Under Sections 38 and 39 of the 2014 Act, the Secretary 
of State was awarded powers to impose the ‘Immigration 
Health Charge’ on those not ‘ordinarily resident' in the 
UK. This includes ‘persons who apply for immigration 
permission’ and ‘any description of such persons’.67 

Before administering treatment, NHS hospital staff were 
expected to assess a patients’ financial circumstances and 
migration status. Although being an ‘ordinary resident’ 
was not a requirement for registering with a general 
practitioner (GP), this was not always understood by GPs 

Source: Migration Observatory analysis of Home Office Immigration Statistics. Note from the authors: Enforced returns reflect a higher level of Home Office immigration 
enforcement activity. Voluntary returns are subject to a lower level of Home Office enforcement activity, or none at all. The 2020 and 2021 counts of voluntary returns are 
provisional because one of its subcategories, independent returns, was initially undercounted and later revised upwards�

Year of returng Enforced
g Facilitated or monitored
g Independen t
g Independen t (Provisional)

2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2 015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021

19, 772

24, 93 8

32, 720

40, 377
43, 13 1

41, 356

46, 54446 ,1 36
44 ,6 5445 ,6 90

42 ,2 72

37 ,7 89

34 ,3 27
31 ,9 71

28 ,4 09

9, 50 88, 358

Total returns from the UK, bu type of return, 2005 to 2021
Excludes those who departed after being refused entry at ports
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across England and resulted in many migrants and asylum 
seekers struggling to access basic medical care� Indeed, 
there has been some evidence of pregnant women 
feeling afraid of seeking treatment despite requiring 
urgent medical attention�68 The various obstacles faced 
by all migrants were at the time described by some as 
‘undermining the founding principles of the National 
Health Service’.69

Attempts to limit the Right to Work had severe 
implications not just for those without legal status but 
also for refugees with Leave to Remain� Those with Leave 
to Remain or no time limit were being impacted because 
contacting the Home Office’s Employee Checking Service 
was time-consuming, different answers were given on 
different occasions, and the Home Office often relied on 
outdated information about an individual's employment 
status, resulting in loss of work for many refugees�70 
Those with Indefinite Leave to Remain were suspended 
from work because they were unable to prove their 
immigration status�71 The serious impact of this policy on 
the ‘Windrush generation’ will be discussed later in this 
report� Meanwhile, asylum seekers remained unable to 
enter the workforce due to the UK’s ‘opt out’ of the EU 
Reception Conditions Directive, which would have forced 
the Government to enable asylum seekers to work after 6 
months�72

The Right to Rent also worked to the detriment of many 
refugees wishing to access private accommodation� The 
Right to Rent pilot study73 was launched by the Home 
Office in Birmingham, Walsall, Sandwell, Dudley, and 
Wolverhampton in December 2014� Phase one required 
‘mystery shoppers’ to disguise themselves as potential 
tenants in the stated areas. The Home Office evaluated 
‘Phase one’ in a report published in October 2015.74 
They found that Black and minority ethnic shoppers 
were requested to provide more information during 
rental inquiries compared to their counterparts� Despite 
further information requests, they were more likely to 
be offered properties when compared to white British 
shoppers� However, there was evidence of discrimination, 
which was condemned by the House of Commons in 

the ‘Right to Rent: private landlords' duty to carry out 
immigration status checks’ report.  After the scheme 
was introduced, landlords and letting agents requested 
more documentation from potential tenants� There 
was evidence of discriminatory practices including 
preference for those with easier Right to Rent checks 
such as international students, ‘lower risk’ tenants and 
those with local accents� According to a report published 
by the Residential Landlords Association,76 44% of 
landlords were less likely to rent to individuals without a 
British passport, which impacted vulnerable individuals' 
access to the private sector. They were also 53% less 
likely to rent to individuals with limited time to remain� 
They recommended that the Home Office review the 
consequences of the Right to Rent whilst affirming that 
landlords were property owners and not border agents� 
Landlords were subject to further outsourcing through the 
Immigration Act 2016 which extended ‘imprisonment for a 
term not exceeding five years, to a fine or to both’ to those 
who did not conduct ‘proper’ Right to Rent checks against 
potential occupants� 

Evaluating the Hostile 
Environment
The Home Office is yet to measure the effectiveness of the 
hostile environment policy to date� In fact, according to 
the National Audit Office (NAO), some progress has been 
made in improving individual aspects of immigration 
enforcement� However, no end-to-end system was 
adopted. According to the NAO, the Home Office ‘does not 
yet have a full understanding of how its activities affect 
the progress those people take through each part of the 
system’. They continue to state that ‘without looking at 
the system, and what is actually being achieved, as a 
whole, the Department will not be able to demonstrate 
it is delivering value for money’.77  The Immigration Act 
2016 exacerbated and enforced the above provisions and 
in later periods, the Home Office did try to rectify some of 
the shortcomings, for example, it suspended immigration 
checks on UK bank accounts after the Home Affairs Select 

68    'Creating a “hostile environment for migrants”: the British government’s use of health service data to restrict immigration is a very bad idea’ (https://www.
cambridge�org/core/services/aop-cambridge-core/content/view/E99C4AE0F5340B61B27199850CDC703C/S1744133117000251a�pdf/creating-a-hostile-
environment-for-migrants-the-british-governments-use-of-health-service-data-to-restrict-immigration-is-a-very-bad-idea�pdf)�

69   ‘A decade of the hostile environment and its impact on health’  
(https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/01410768221078327) 

70   ‘The inspection into the efficiency and effectiveness of the Home Office action against illegal working’  
(https://ilpa.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/resources/30344/14.11.14-ILPA-to-Chief-Inspector-re-inspection-into-illegal-working.pdf).

71   'Tighter immigration laws catching out long-term legal migrants – report’, The Guardian, 2014  
(https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2014/oct/15/immigration-laws-migrants-legal-action-group)

72   UK will not opt into EU asylum directives  
(https://www.gov.uk/government/news/uk-will-not-opt-in-to-eu-asylum-directives). 

73  Right to Rent: private landlords' duty to carry out immigration status checks’ (https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/SN07025/SN07025.pdf).
74  Evaluation of the right to rent scheme (https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/evaluation-of-the-right-to-rent-scheme).
75  ‘”Right to Rent: private landlords” duty to carry out immigration status checks’ (https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/sn07025/).
76   The Right to Rent Scheme and the Impact on the Private Rented Sector’, 2018 (https://www.nrla.org.uk/research/special-reports/right-to-rent).
77  Immigration enforcement, National Audit Office (https://www.nao.org.uk/reports/immigration-enforcement). 
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Committee revealed that refugees were being incorrectly 
disqualified from opening bank accounts.78

Despite a 7% decline in negative public perception of 
migrants in the UK, 43% of the British public had strong 
views opposing migration in 2014�79 The Home Affairs 
Select Committee urged the Government to increase its 
efforts to challenge the negative public perception of 
migrants and the exiguous understanding of the asylum 
system� But as her speech at the Conservative Party 
Conference on 6 October 2015 showed, Theresa May 
continued to believe in the importance of the hostile 
environment for securing Britain’s borders, affirming 
that if the UK continued to face increasing levels of 
immigration, it would be impossible to ‘build a cohesive 
society’, and schools, hospitals, and core infrastructure 
such as housing and transport would not be able to 
cope�80

Despite a 7% decline in negative 
public perception of migrants in the 
UK, 43% of the British public had 
strong views opposing migration 
in 2014.  The Home Affairs Select 
Committee urged the Government 
to increase its efforts to challenge 
the negative public perception 
of migrants and the exiguous 
understanding of the asylum 
system. But as her speech at the 
Conservative Party Conference 
on 6 October 2015 showed, 
Theresa May continued to believe 
in the importance of the hostile 
environment for securing Britain’s 
borders, 

78  ‘Immigration policy: basis for building consensus’ (https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmhaff/500/500.pdf).
79    UK Public Opinion toward Immigration: Overall Attitudes and Level of Concern, Migration Observatory, 2020 (https://tinyurl.com/yxzhruth).
80  Theresa May: Speech to Conservative Party Conference, 2015.
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CHAPTER FIVE
2015 - 2019 – Syria and Windrush

This period of Conservative Government saw three Home 
Secretaries – Theresa May (2010-2016), Amber Rudd 
(2016-2018), and Sajid Javid (2018-2019) – and two Prime 
Ministers (David Cameron and Theresa May)� In terms of 
asylum and refugee policy it was a period characterised 
by two crises: firstly, the Windrush Scandal; and secondly 
the mass movement of refugees across Europe due to 
the Syrian Civil War. The Home Office response to the 
Syrian refugee crisis resulted in a number of significant 
developments, including the expansion of the UK’s 
commitment to refugee resettlement and the formation of 
refugee community sponsorship� On the other hand, the 
response to the Windrush Scandal demonstrated some of 
the limitations and drawbacks of the hostile environment 
policy, and its potential deleterious impact on integration 
not just of refugees and asylum seekers but of migrants 
more broadly� 

Vulnerable Persons 
Resettlement Scheme
The Syrian Civil War, which started in 2011, had by 2015 
become a key event driving the migration of people 
to Europe� 2015 saw the violence at its peak, which in 
turn led to an increase in people fleeing the war zone 
to neighbouring countries� At the beginning of 2015 the 
number of asylum applications received in European 
countries had reached 1�3 million, nearly double the 
previous highest number noted following the collapse of 
the Soviet Union in 1992�81 This enormous influx of people 
to Europe became known as the ‘European migration 
crisis’ and has arguably shaped the conversation on 
migration in Europe ever since�

In September 2015, the picture of the body of 2-year-old 
Syrian migrant Alan Kurdi washed up on a Turkish beach 
sparked public outcry and marked a turning point in the 
UK public’s response to the migration crisis.82 With an 
increase in public pressure on the Government to play 
a more proactive role, David Cameron announced the 
Vulnerable Persons Resettlement Scheme (VPRS)� The aim 
of the VPRS was to resettle 20,000 of the most vulnerable 
refugees by 2020�83 The UNHCR would assess vulnerability, 

and those granted were given humanitarian protection for 
five years. In 2017 the government changed this to refugee 
status with the associated entitlements, including refugee 
family reunion, non-refoulement and a refugee travel 
document� In 2016, the Vulnerable Children Resettlement 
Scheme (VCRS) was launched� The aim was to resettle 
3,000 at-risk children with their families from the Middle 
East and North Africa region� 

These resettlement schemes marked an increase in 
ambition for refugee resettlement in the UK, which up 
until this time had been on a much smaller scale� It also 
signalled the onset of UK government policy to prioritise 
offering of protection to refugees remaining in the 
region rather than working with European partners to 
redistribute refugees who had reached Europe by irregular 
routes� 

By the closure of the two schemes in February 2021, the 
VPRS had resettled 20,319 and the VCRS had resettled 
1,838 vulnerable adults and children to the UK� 84  The 
schemes have mostly been considered successful� 
Although it was voluntary for local authorities, due to 
the public pressure and general shift in opinion, coupled 
with attractive financial packages, the Home Office 
received pledges to resettle a total of 22,716 refugees 
across 275 local authorities� It should be noted, however, 
that an Inspection of the VPRS by the Independent Chief 
Inspector of Borders and Immigration found a number 
of integration-specific challenges with the Scheme. The 
report noted that the UNHCR had ‘highlighted the absence 
of a national integration strategy’, and had ‘identified the 
provision of English language tuition, support in finding 
employment, and further assistance with housing’ as ‘key 
areas for improvement.’85  A full evaluation of the VPRS has 
been commissioned by the Home Office but has yet to be 
published�

Despite these issues, the Vulnerable Persons Resettlement 
Scheme undeniably transformed the role of Local 
Authorities in refugee resettlement and integration� 
Whereas their role had previously been limited to asylum 
dispersal, which was characterised by a lack of resourcing 
and antagonism between Councils, the Home Office, and 
private sector accommodation providers, Resettlement 

81   ‘Number of Refugees to Europe Surges to Record 1.3 Million in 2015  
(https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2016/08/02/number-of-refugees-to-europe-surges-to-record-1-3-million-in-2015/).

82   The Guardian, September 2015 (https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/sep/02/shocking-image-of-drowned-syrian-boy-shows-tragic-plight-of-refugees). 
83    Vulnerable Persons and Vulnerable Children's Resettlement Schemes Factsheet, March 2021 (https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/uk-resettlement-

schemes-factsheet-march-2021/vulnerable-persons-and-vulnerable-childrens-resettlement-schemes-factsheet-march-2021)� 
84   ‘Deportation and Voluntary Departure from the UK’, Migration Observatory, September 2022  

(https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/resources/briefings/deportation-and-voluntary-departure-from-the-uk/).
85   An Inspection of the Vulnerable Persons Resettlement Scheme  

(https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/705155/VPRS_Final_Artwork_revised.pdf).
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Schemes gave Local Authorities the opportunity to 
develop more proactive integration capacity� While 
some Councils sought to outsource support for resettled 
refugees, others took the opportunity to develop in-house 
Resettlement Teams, who have assumed the job of 
helping new arrivals to settle and become independent� 
In places like Bristol and Coventry, these Resettlement 
Teams have become the focal point for wider migrant 
inclusion efforts, and have given rise to more strategic 
local responses�86

As well as shifting Government policy, the Syrian crisis 
also ended up reshaping the UK asylum and refugee 
voluntary sector� The initial desire to help Syrian refugees 
fed into the greater movement of helping refugees and 
asylum seekers more generally – for example those 
trapped in the informal ‘Jungle’ refugee camp in Calais. 
This allowed for accelerated growth in the third sector, 
which saw increased funding and support allocated 
to those in need� In addition to government funding 
allocations, the public came together to raise money for 
the cause, with a survey by Populus for the Charities Aid 
Foundation finding that 31% of people in the UK had given 
money to a charity appeal for refugees�87 In September 
2015, the Refugees Welcome movement developed from 
the public desire to respond to the refugee crisis� This 
represented a collective of civil society, faith groups 
and individuals taking action to support refugees� Many 
groups practically supported refugees in the Jungle 
camp in Calais but increasingly their focus became local 
advocacy to persuade local authorities to pledge to 
resettle families under VPRS� These groups then tended 
to work in partnership with local authorities to provide 
support for refugees arriving under VPRS�88

 the Vulnerable Persons Resettlement Scheme undeniably transformed the 
role of Local Authorities in refugee resettlement and integration. Whereas 
their role had previously been limited to asylum dispersal, which was 
characterised by a lack of resourcing and antagonism between Councils, the 
Home Office, and private sector accommodation providers, Resettlement 
Schemes gave Local Authorities the opportunity to develop more proactive 
integration capacity.

86   Refugee, Asylum Seeker and Inclusion Strategy (https://www.bristol.gov.uk/council-and-mayor/policies-plans-and-strategies/refugee-asylum-seeker-and-inclusion-
strategy)�

87   The Guardian, September 2015 (https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/sep/24/a-third-of-britons-have-helped-refugees-in-some-way-poll-finds); see also: 
(https://www.cafonline.org/docs/default-source/about-us-publications/caf_worldgivingindex2015_report.pdf). 

88    The Guardian, May 2016 (https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/may/27/scotland-welcomes-third-of-uk-syrian-refugees-resettlement); Independent, 
September 2016 (https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/syrian-refugees-government-secures-20-000-local-authority-places-to-house-a7224291.htm)l; 
The Guardian, October 2015 (https://www.theguardian.com/society/2015/oct/13/refugees-coventry-welcome-councils-syrians); https://www.birmingham.gov.uk/
info/50227/city_of_sanctuary/2513/resettlement_in_birmingham/2

89    Community Sponsorship 
(https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/694051/Community_Sponsorship_LA_guidance.pdf).

90  Refugee Resettlement in the UK, Briefing paper, p. 24 (https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/CBP-8750/CBP-8750.pdf).

Community Sponsorship
As well as generally boosting the capacity of the third 
sector, the Syrian crisis also led to a new prominence for 
civil society in the refugee resettlement process itself� 
In 2016 the UK established the Community Sponsorship 
Scheme (“CSS”), part of the broader VPRS� The scheme 
was introduced following an increased eagerness for 
individuals to do more to offer support than just giving 
money� The development of the CSS was quite unusual 
in that it was created through strong collaboration 
between the Home Office, civil society and faith groups. 
The Scheme offered local groups the chance to welcome 
refugees into the community and support them through 
their resettlement�89 Community sponsors would be 
responsible for supporting newly settled families for 
the first 12 months after their arrival and for providing 
accommodation for the first two years. Volunteer groups 
who wished to be community sponsors applies to the 
Home Office, who then assessed that the individual had 
the resources to support a family� Central government 
funded up to £4500 for children's education, however 
groups needed to show that they had £9000 available and 
provide accommodation� The host also needed to have 
consent from their Local Authority before they were able 
to participate in the scheme�90

The expectation was that community sponsorship 
would be beneficial for integration by allowing a more 
personal approach to the process� The hope was that by 
the end of the first 12 months, refugees would be largely 
integrated into UK society and be able to lead full and 
independent lives� Community sponsors were responsible 
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for supporting English language learning, finding schools, 
accessing benefits, healthcare, or employment.91 The 
scheme points to the increasing importance the UK 
government was ascribing to integration support into 
host communities� In 2019 the CSS was extended for 
another 5 years, to include a wider range of countries�92 
The impact of communities getting involved with refugee 
resettlement, often in rural areas, has meant there 
has been increased contact between UK nationals and 
refugees, resulting in wider awareness of challenges faced 
by refugees and asylum seekers� In some cases, this has 
contributed to wider support for asylum support and 
campaigns�

The University of Birmingham and the Institute for 
Research into Superdiversity published a key report that 
evaluated community sponsorship in 2020�93 The research 
was conducted by interviewing individuals that had been 
involved in the scheme between 2017 and 2020� Whilst 
the research is broadly positive in terms of evaluating the 
impact of community sponsorship, it did also highlight 
key shortfalls both with sponsorship and the UK asylum 
system more generally�

The report highlights four main barriers to integration 
after resettlement. The first mentioned is language 

barriers and the various issues linked with accessibility 
to language lessons� The report found that there was 
an obvious gap in the number of interpreters available 
compared to the families' needs� It also became clear 
that learning English was taking refugees longer than 
expected, especially for older individuals� This, coupled 
with the failed assumption that all refugees were literate 
in their mother tongue, meant that ESOL provision was 
not accessible to every group of refugees� 

The second barrier to integration was the lack of 
employment and financial independence.94 Sponsor 
groups found that they were not equipped with sufficient 
knowledge to help refugees navigate the various 
processes needed to support their resettlement� They 
found they were often unsure of where to begin, and 
that optimism quickly faded when it became clear how 
hard and long things would take, such as finding a job.95 
The Job Centre Plus was a key provider of information 
and support, however due to having minimal training, 
individuals were at times met with a lack of cultural 
awareness from those working there� Refugee groups 
stated that their priority was often to re-enter their 
previous profession, but translating qualifications to 
work in the UK was another hurdle that left many unable 
to progress. The report affirms that for groups that 
had resettled in the UK, specifically men, being able to 
work and provide for their family was closely linked to 
a person’s self-esteem. When individuals could not find 
work, this directly affected their integration into the 
community� However, it should be noted that unlike the 
refugee population arriving via irregular routes, (the 
overwhelming majority of which are physically healthy 
men between the ages of 18 and 39),96  resettled refugees 
often have additional barriers to employment (such 
as health and age) due to the fact ‘vulnerability’ was 
prioritised in the selection of resettled refugees on the 
VPRS scheme�

According to the report, the area where people were 
resettled had a direct impact on integration� Many 
refugees interviewed described feelings of loneliness 
when placed in rural and more isolated areas� Making 
friends and sustaining relationships was a key element of 
the process, and when placed in communities with less 
diversity, refugee groups struggled to find people who 
understood their situation and had similar experiences 

The scheme was introduced 
following an increased eagerness 
for individuals to do more to offer 
support than just giving money. 
The development of the CSS was 
quite unusual in that it was created 
through strong collaboration 
between the Home Office, civil 
society and faith groups. The 
Scheme offered local groups the 
chance to welcome refugees into 
the community and support them 
through their resettlement.

91    ‘The UK’s Syria Resettlement Progamme: Looking Back, and Ahead’, 2021  
(https://www.unhcr.org/uk/news/latest/2021/3/6059f1fd4/the-uks-syria-resettlement-progamme-looking-back-and-ahead.html).

92   New global resettlement scheme for the most vulnerable refugees announced (https://www.gov.uk/government/news/new-global-resettlement-scheme-for-the-
most-vulnerable-refugees-announced)� 

93                 Community Sponsorship in the UK: Formative evaluation 2017-2020’ 
(https://www.birmingham.ac.uk/documents/college-social-sciences/social-policy/iris/2020/community-sponsorship-general-report.pdf).

94   'Community Sponsorship in the UK: Formative evaluation 2017-2020’, p. 22.
95  'Community Sponsorship in the UK: Formative evaluation 2017-2020’, p. 23.
96  Migration Watch UK, 2022 (https://www.migrationwatchuk.org/press-release/668/nearly-90-of-those-crossing-in-boats-from-safe-countries-are-men).
97   ‘A Journey Towards Safety: A report on the experiences of Eritrean refugees in the UK’ (https://www.unhcr.org/uk/a-journey-towards-safety-a-report-on-the-

experiences-of-eritrean-refugees�html)�
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to themselves�97 The report further states that ‘the 
lack of male volunteers to befriend refugee men and 
reluctance of some refugee men to make friends with 
women volunteers because of cultural norms meant 
it was difficult for volunteers to find ways forward in 
these situations.’ 98

The final area that the report highlighted was barriers to 
family reunion beyond the nuclear family� Many refugee 
groups hoped family reunion would be the eventual 
outcome of their resettlement� Volunteers noted that 
refugees frequently asked them to assist in resettling 
family members�99 The findings suggest that more 
training for volunteers would have been useful to ensure 
they understood restrictions within the scheme and in 
turn, managed expectations of refugees resettling in 
the UK� The report highlights social interaction as a key 
component of successful integration� The three areas that 
refugee groups found most beneficial were education, 
health and social networks. Sponsors often took the time 
to explain the education system in depth and were able to 
dispel worries or concerns� This support was furthered in 
relation to accessing healthcare, however the amount of 
time these appointments took up left volunteers feeling 
stretched and under-resourced� Sponsors continued to 
provide emotional support throughout the program and 
made efforts to connect various refugee groups with 
each other� As time passed it became clear that refugees 
were becoming more self-sufficient in many aspects 
and did not require as much support in areas such as 
relationship building�100

2016 Immigration Act
Despite many new developments in relation to refugee 
resettlement and integration during this period, the 
general trend towards a more hostile environment for 
asylum seekers continued apace� The 2016 Immigration 
Act built on the earlier 2014 Act to bring more restrictions 
on asylum seekers and other migrants. The first section of 
the Act referred to the labour market, with new sanctions 
for illegal workers and criminal sanctions for employers 
that hired anyone without the right to be in the UK� The 
second section referred to a migrant’s ability to access 
services� This restricted a person's ability to rent property 
or open a bank account, and brought new powers for 
licences to be revoked� Under the new legislation, it was 
illegal for a landlord to knowingly rent to a person who 

could not prove they had the right to remain in the UK� 
The penalty was up to 5 years in prison� The third section 
referred to enforcement and the Act brought new powers 
to enforce immigration rules more vigorously, for example 
by allowing the electronic tagging of people awaiting 
immigration removal� 

The fourth section on appeals involved extending a 
‘deport first, appeal later’ approach to all migrants, not 
just those with a criminal record� During the progress 
of this bill through parliament, Lord Dubs brought an 
amendment which would enable the relocation of 
some unaccompanied refugee children from France� 
This became section 67 of the act, ‘support for certain 
categories of migrant’, and committed the UK to relocating 
480 unaccompanied migrant children to the UK from 
other European Countries. In 2017 the Home Office 
relocated 220 children from the Calais camp as it was 
closed down�101 2020 data later showed that a total of 478 
children had been relocated under section 67� 102

Section six of the bill focused on border security� A key 
change was the additional powers given to coastal 
border control to target people smugglers at sea� Under 
new rules, enforcement could stop, board, deter and 
detain boats� These added powers were aligned with the 
previous hostile environment policies in which border 
control was tightened and infiltrated into various areas of 
civil life. It further demonstrated the UK’s approach to the 
hostile environment and fulfilled its promise to make life 
increasingly difficult in the UK for those who didn’t have 
the right to be there�

The Windrush Scandal
The Government’s continued efforts to expand and 
strengthen the hostile environment faced an unexpected 
and extraordinary challenge when  the Windrush Scandal 
entered public discourse in 2017� The scandal came to 
light when reports emerged that the Home Office had 
been removing the rights, detaining and attempting to 
deport members of the Windrush Generation, who came 
to the UK from Caribbean countries between 1948 and 
1973� The Migration Observatory predicted that over 
50,000 people could have been affected.103

Whilst the Scandal itself related to economic migrants 
rather than asylum seekers or refugees, the fallout had 
wider implications that were highly relevant to the asylum 

98   ‘Community Sponsorship in the UK: Formative evaluation 2017-2020’, p. 24.
99   ‘Community Sponsorship in the UK: Formative evaluation 2017-2020’, p. 26.
100   ‘Community Sponsorship in the UK: Formative evaluation 2017-2020’, p. 22.
101  UK-Rwanda Migration and Economic Development Partnership, 2022 (https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/CBP-9568/CBP-9568.pdf).
102  UK-Rwanda Migration and Economic Development Partnership, 2022�
103    Commonwealth migrants arriving before 1971, year ending June 2017’, Migration Observatory (https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/commonwealth-migrants-

arriving-1971-year-ending-june-2017/)�
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system� Many of these were contained in the Windrush 
Lessons Learned Review, which was commissioned by 
the newly appointed Home Secretary Sajid Javid and 
published in March 2020�104  The role of the Home Office, 
although not held as solely responsible, was discussed 
at length in the review� It was stated that the Home 
Office developed policies quickly in response to political 
pressure to produce outcomes� Even when there had 
been reports predicting that there would be detrimental 
results they were not considered, and where the Home 
Office completed impact assessments, it was argued 
these did not go into enough detail�105 Regarding the 
2014 Immigration Bill the review highlighted that public 
sector equality duty was not covered�106 Throughout the 
stages of the 2015 Immigration Bill the ‘Equalities and 
Human Rights Commission (EHRC) raised numerous 
concerns about the lack of equalities considerations, 

particularly concerning the impact of Right to Rent 
provisions on non-British nationals and British people 
with ethnic minority backgrounds.’107 Overall, the Lessons 
Learned Review was highly critical of the Home Office 
for developing policy with a limited understanding their 
implications� This, coupled with a lack of attention to the 
early warning signs, defensiveness, and an unwillingness 
to learn from mistakes, resulted in the detrimental events 
of the Windrush Scandal� 

In March 2022 the Home Office released a progress 
update on the earlier Lessons Learned Review�108 Despite 
the Home Office having announced the Comprehensive 
Improvement Plan in 2020, the progress update highlights 
that not enough change has been made, stating that 
there has been a theme of failing to ‘implement changes 
promptly and consistently’ and in some cases, not at all.109 

104   Windrush Lessons Learned Review’, 2020 (https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/874022/6.5577_HO_
Windrush_Lessons_Learned_Review_WEB_v2.pdf).

105 Windrush Lessons Learned Review, p� 80�
106 Windrush Lessons Learned Review, p� 82�
107 Windrush Lessons Learned Review, p� 86�
108  ‘Windrush Lessons Learned Review, Progress update’, March 2022 (https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/

file/1065012/14.12_HO_Windrush_Lessons_Learned_Review_Accessible_6_.pdf).
109  ‘Windrush Lessons Learned Review, Progress update’, p. 10. See The Guardian, May 2021  

(https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2021/may/19/windrush-scandal-21-people-have-died-before-receiving-compensation). 
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CHAPTER SIX
2019 - 2022 – Boris and beyond

After Theresa May’s resignation, 2019 saw the rise of 
Boris Johnson to Prime Minister and his overwhelming 
victory in the snap election of December 2019� Despite 
having been seen as a moderate or even a liberal on 
migration issues during his time as Mayor of London, 
Johnson’s decision to appoint Priti Patel as Home 
Secretary confirmed that he would largely continue the 
pattern set by his predecessors in focussing on measures 
in the asylum system that emphasised firmness and 
control� However, global events in this period also saw 
the continued rise and development of resettlement 
programmes, and with them a much greater focus on 
issues of integration for refugees�

Small Boat Crossings
Through 2018, migrants arriving on small boats across the 
English Channel began to slowly increase to an annual 
total of 300. After 94 migrants made the crossing between 
25-28 September, the Home Secretary Sajid Javid cut 
short his holiday, declaring a ‘major incident.’ 110

This was one of the first times channel crossings 
became a major political issue, receiving coverage in 
the mainstream media� Numbers continued to slowly 
increase to a total of 1,800 in 2019�111 By this time Priti 
Patel had been appointed Home Secretary and channel 
crossings became one of her primary focuses� Her tenure 
was characterised by an emphasis on appearing strong 
and tough on border control (‘without firmness, there 
can be no fairness’).112 The importance of Brexit to the 
Conservative’s 2019 election campaign was strongly felt 
in the framing of the asylum and refugee policies in this 
period, with emphasis on ‘taking back control of our 
borders’ throughout. Patel’s New Plan for Immigration 
was to be implemented in the Nationality and Borders Bill�

Priti Patel vowed to make migrant channel crossings an 
infrequent phenomenon and to make the route unviable� 
She characterised channel crossers as economic migrants 
rather than genuine asylum seekers�113 Between 2019-
2022, many measures of deterrent were introduced, 
including joint efforts with French authorities, new 
admissibility rules, and military involvement� Despite a 

dip in arrivals in 2020 largely due to the impact of Covid, 
the channel became the main route of entry to the UK for 
people claiming asylum with 28,500 people arriving in 
small boats in 2021, and an estimated 60,000 more 
expected in 2022, indicating the low impact of these 
measures�114

Joint action between British and French authorities on 
channel crossings has certainly been an area of significant 
investment� In 2018, Britain committed an additional 
£44�5 million to the £100 million already paid by Britain 
to France to stop migrants reaching British shores, as well 
as radar technology and military grade drones to support 
France’s efforts to disrupt gangs.115 The Home Office 
committed a further £54 million in July 2021, preventing 
an estimated 57% of crossings according to French 
authorities� However, of the 19,000 crossings prevented, 
it is thought that a large proportion constitutes the same 
people attempting to make the journey multiple times� 

Military involvement started in April 2022, when the 
Home Secretary tasked the Ministry of Defence with 
operational control of the English Channel� This was 
known as Operation Isotrope, the aim of which was to use 
the Royal Navy to deter cross-channel routes so the Home 
Office could concentrate on identifying and allocating 
new arrivals�116 In practice, however, as the Navy did not 

110   The Guardian, 2018 (https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2018/dec/28/channel-migrant-crossings-a-major-incident-says-sajid-javid).
111    ‘Q&A: Migrants Crossing the Channel in Small Boat’, The Migration Observatory, 2021 (https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/resources/commentaries/qa-migrants-

crossing-the-english-channel-in-small-boats/)�
112   Priti Patel, Speech at Conservative Party Conference, 4 October 2020 (https://www.conservatives.com/news/2020/priti-patel--fixing-our-broken-asylum-system).
113  ‘Oral Evidence with the Home Secretary: 27 October 2021,  Justice & Home Affairs Committee, p. 6 (https://committees.parliament.uk/oralevidence/2914/pdf).
114  ‘Chanel crossings, migration and asylum’, Home Affairs Committee, 2022 (https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/23102/documents/169178/default), p. 3. 
115  ‘Chanel crossings, migration and asylum’, Home Affairs Committee, 2022, p. 13.
116  ‘Chanel crossings, migration and asylum’, Home Affairs Committee, 2022, p. 18.

Source: State of Play: Irregular Migration to the UK, year ending March 2022,  
Home Office
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push small boats back towards the French coast and the 
size of the vessels made rescuing people from dinghies 
unworkable, their role was confined to helping secure 
people once they had already landed at Western Jetfoil 
and Manston in Kent� This led to the Defence Committee 
voicing a number of concerns on the operation: firstly, 
that there was an ongoing lack of clarity on the specifics 
of the military operation, and secondly, that it would be 
perceived as the Navy providing a ‘taxi service’ for these 
boats� 

The Nationality and Borders Act was also framed as 
a solution to small boat crossings, by extending the 
definition of ‘ship’ to encompass dinghies and flotation 
devices, often used to cross the channel. The Act initially 
seemed to include a ‘pushback policy’, allowing small 
boats crossing the channel to be pushed back to a 
European port. However, after being met with heavy 
backlash in terms of safety and international human rights 
compliance, the policy was eventually ruled out�117

In 2021, the UK ceased to be a participant in the Dublin 
regulation (Dublin III), which sets out which EU country 
is responsible for considering an asylum claim� This is 
usually the country where the asylum seeker first arrives 
in the EU� It therefore provided a mechanism for some 
asylum seekers to be removed from the UK to the EU 
country where they were first identified to authorities. 
Despite the UK expressing its intention to reach bilateral 
agreements with relevant member states on future asylum 
arrangements, no agreements with EU states have been 
reached, with France, Belgium, Germany, Sweden, and 
the Netherlands reporting they are not open to bilateral 
return deals with the UK� However, even when the UK was 
a Dublin Regulation participant, requests for return were 
only made for a quarter of people arriving cross-channel 
in small boats�118

Nationality and Borders Act 
2022 
The major piece of asylum legislation of this period was 
the Nationality and Borders Act, which began its journey 
through parliament in June 2021 and eventually came 
into force in June 2022. Although the full effect of the 
new policies is yet to be known, the Act represents a 
key systemic change to the asylum system in the UK� 
A clear broadening of previously implemented hostile 

environment policies, the Act was introduced with the aim 
of creating a fairer system that would discourage illegal 
migration and make it easier for UK powers to remove 
individuals they claim should not be here�119 Key elements 
of the Act include the introduction of a two-tier system 
for protection, offshore processing, age assessments, and 
reception centres� 

Section 10 of the Nationality & Borders Act concerns 
the differential treatment of refugees. Under the new 
rules, individuals can be classed as either a group 1 or 
a group 2 refugee� The Act asserts that a refugee must 
seek asylum in the ‘first safe country’ they arrive in after 
fleeing their home. In theory, if a person comes to the 
UK directly and presents themselves to the authorities 
without delay, they can be eligible for group one status� 
Group one refugees will be given an initial 5 years to stay, 
access to the labour market, recourse to public funds, 
full access to family reunion routes and access to further 
resettlement routes� However, due to the geography 
of the UK and the impossibility of claiming asylum 
from outside of the UK, most people arriving would be 
classified as group 2 refugees. Those who fall into group 
2 and are successful with their asylum claim receive only 
‘temporary protection status’, with the ability to work but 
no access to public funds and limited access to family 
reunion routes�120

The second major change is the further development 
of accommodation centres� The Act proposes housing 
asylum seekers in large accommodation centres that 
would be out of towns and separate from support 
networks and civil society provision� The Act further 
amends previous legislation to allow the UK to process 
asylum claims made in the UK in offshore locations. This 
comes with the introduction of the concept of a ‘third 
safe country.’ Where an individual has travelled through 
a third safe country, where they claimed asylum or would 
have been able to do so, their claim may be considered 
inadmissible� Since 2020, the UK has had the power to 
determine someone’s claim inadmissible for this reason. 
The guidance was intended to replace the previous Dublin 
Regulations that allowed the relocation of migrants to 
different EU countries. In the Home Office guidance on 
inadmissible claims121,  the terms removal and relocation 
are used interchangeably� This has made the development 
of schemes such as the Migration and Economic 
Development Partnership with Rwanda (MEDP) possible� 

117   Home Afffairs Select Committee, HC 192, 2 February 2022 (https://committees.parliament.uk/oralevidence/3370/pdf/), Q. 304.
118    ‘An analysis of Channel crossings & asylum outcomes’, Refugee Council,November 2022 (https://media.refugeecouncil.org.uk/wp-content/

uploads/2021/11/16095953/Channel-crossings-and-asylum-outcomes-November-2021�pdf)� 
119  ‘Nationality and Borders Bill, Explanatory Notes’ (https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/bills/cbill/58-02/0141/en/210141en.pdf). 
120   ‘Guidance:  Permission to stay on a protection route for asylum claims lodged on or after 28 June 2022’ (https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/permission-

to-stay-on-a-protection-route-caseworker-guidance/permission-to-stay-on-a-protection-route-for-asylum-claims-lodged-on-or-after-28-june-2022-accessible).
121   ‘Inadmissibility: safe third country cases’, Home Office, June 2022 (https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_

data/file/1084315/Inadmissibility.pdf).
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It is still too early to see the full effects of the inadmissible 
claims clause in the new legislation coupled with the 
advancement of offshore processing, but the MEDP has 
given us an indication of what these policies might entail� 
The MEDP is a 5-year partnership between the UK and 
Rwanda in which the UK will be able to relocate asylum 
seekers with inadmissible claims to Rwanda, for them to 
have their claims processed� If successful, the individual 
will be granted status in Rwanda and if the claim is 
unsuccessful, they will either be able to return to their 
home country or receive different status in Rwanda. There 
will be no eligibility to return to the UK� 

The UK is to provide £120 million in funding for the 
scheme and there is as yet no agreed number of people 
that will be relocated. The first flight was due to leave on 
14 June 2022, but was cancelled by the Home Office at the 
last minute due to injunctions granted by the European 
Court of Human Rights�122  A Research Briefing from July 
2022 draws attention to various concerns raised about the 
scheme� Ylva Johansson, the European Commissioner for 
Home Affairs, has called the scheme inhumane.123  In April 
2022, the Migration Policy think tank suggested that the 
UK was paying to discard its agreed responsibilities under 
the 1951 Geneva Convention,124  and the UNHCR has on 
multiple occasions stated that the scheme threatens the 
long-established international refugee protection regime 
that many continue to rely on for safety�125

Asylum Backlog and 
Accommodation Issues
Despite all of these efforts to make life harder for those 
claiming asylum in the UK, numbers of applications have 
continued to rise steadily in recent years� 35,737 asylum 
applications were made in 2019, rising to 48,540 in 2021, 
and reaching 63,089 in the year ending June 2022, the 
highest number since 2002�126 Alongside this increase, the 
time it takes asylum seekers to receive an initial decision 
on their application has increased substantially in recent 
years. While the Home Office previously operated a ‘six 
month service standard’ for asylum claims, this was 
scrapped in 2019, with the backlog of asylum seekers 
waiting for more than six months for a decision trebling 
since then�127 The proportion of applicants who receive 
an initial decision in six months has dropped from 87% 
in 2014, to just 6% in 2021, latest data showing there are 
now 109,735 people awaiting a decision�128 While the 
pandemic undoubtedly contributed to this backlog, data 
suggests this trend actually began long before this�129 The 
Home Affairs Select Committee has therefore argued that 
‘reducing the outstanding caseload should be the Home 
Office’s highest asylum policy priority.’130

To cope with the number of asylum seekers, in recent 
years the Home Office has increasingly housed 
asylum seekers in what they have called ‘contingency 

122   UK-Rwanda Migration and Economic Development Partnership, 2022 
123   UK-Rwanda Migration and Economic Development Partnership, 2022, p�7
124   UK-Rwanda Migration and Economic Development Partnership, 2022, p�7
125   UK-Rwanda Migration and Economic Development Partnership, 2022, p�7
126   ‘How many people do we grant asylum or protection to?’ National Statistics, June 2022 (https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/immigration-statistics-year-

ending-june-2022/how-many-people-do-we-grant-asylum-or-protection-to)�
127  ‘The Guardian: Home Office scraps six-month service standard for asylum claims’, Electronic Immigration Network, 2019  

(https://www.ein.org.uk/news/guardian-home-office-scrap-six-month-service-standard-asylum-claims). 
128    ‘Asylum and refugee resettlement in the UK’, Migration Observatory, 2022  (https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/resources/briefings/migration-to-the-uk-asylum/)
129 ‘Immigration statistics to year December 2021’, Home Office (https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/immigration-statistics-year-ending-december-2021). 
130 ‘Chanel crossings, migration and asylum’, Home Affairs Committee, 2022.

It is still too early to see the full 
effects of the inadmissible claims 
clause in the new legislation 
coupled with the advancement of 
offshore processing, but the MEDP 
has given us an indication of what 
these policies might entail. Source: Migration Observatory analysis of UK Visas and Immigration Transparency 

data, Immigration & Protection data



refugeeintegrationuk.com

32  The Commission on the Integration of Refugees, The Woolf Institute, Madingley Road, Cambridge, CB3 0UB

accommodations’ including hotels, B&Bs, and disused 
military sites such as Napier Barracks and Penally Camp, 
first opened in 2020.131 Military sites, with a maximum 
capacity of a combined 600+ asylum seekers, have been 
particularly controversial, with both public and groups 
such as the All-Party Parliamentary Group (APPG) on 
Immigration Detention (made up of Parliamentarians 
from across the political spectrum) and ‘Close The Camps 
UK’132 campaigning for their closure� The main concerns 
surrounded their conditions, treatment of residents and 
safety, especially in terms of protecting residents from 
Covid outbreaks and fire hazards. An Inquiry conducted 
by the APPG in 2021 found the accommodation was 
“prison-like” with residents often accommodated in 
dormitories of 12-14 people with shared showers and 
toilets in extremely rundown and isolated buildings with 
inadequate safeguarding, no on-site medical care, and a 
complete lack of privacy�133 In June 2021, following a case 
brought by 6 former detainees at Napier Barracks, the 
High Court ruled in June 2021 that the accommodation 
was ‘inadequate and unsafe.’134 In March 2021, Penally 
camp was closed, with many believing this marked a step 
away from use of military sites as asylum accommodation� 
However less than 6 months later, the Government 
announced the extension of its use of Napier Barracks 
until 2025, confirming its potential use as a pilot for the 
new asylum centres proposed in the Nationality and 
Borders Bill� This has since been ruled as unlawful in a 
judgement handed down in June 2022�135 More recently 
there have been a range of concerns highlighted with 
accommodation in Manston in Kent, with a number of 
legal challenges raised relating to safeguarding and health 
standards�136

Today, the backlog and associated accommodation 
issues remain one of the biggest issues facing the asylum 
system in terms of cost, conditions, and as a potential 
barrier to integration� As of February 2022, it was reported 
25,000 asylum seekers and 12,500 Afghans were in hotels, 
costing a reported £4�7 million a day�137 Further, despite 

assurances from the Home Secretary that measures had 
been taken to improve conditions in detention centres, 
following the High Court ruling on Napier Barrack,138 
a report published this year found many of the same 
problems persisted�139

A new focus on integration and 
community-based�projects
Despite the headline rhetoric and legislation continuing 
to emphasise strict control of the asylum system, the 
period of 2019-22 has also seen an increased emphasis 
on community-based initiatives aimed at increasing 
integration in areas most affected by rapid increases 
in migration. Initiatives include the ‘Integrated 
Communities Strategy’ and the ‘Indicators of Integration 
Framework’, the ‘New Scots integration Strategy’ and the 
implementation of Strategic Migration Partnerships�

Seen in part as a response to the Race Disparity Audit140 
and the 2016 Hate Crime Action Plan141,  the ‘Integrated 
Communities Action Plan’ was introduced in England 
in early 2019, with a goal of creating socially and 
economically stronger, more confident and integrated 
communities�142  It sets out different ways for local 
government, local businesses, schools and faith 
organisations to work together on a local level to best 
tackle barriers that undermine integration�143 The plan was 
primarily funded by the Ministry of Housing, Communities 
and Local Government and covered funding for, amongst 
others, Strengthening Faith Institutions programmes, 
measures tackling hate crime, and the ‘Integrated 
Areas Programme’ which funded five Integration Areas 
(Blackburn, Bradford, Peterborough, Walsall and Waltham 
Forest) to deliver place-based integration interventions� 
Overall, the programme has been considered a success, 
but with recent changes in Government there has been 
a lack of ministerial leadership to take it forward and no 
public plans to extend the work to other areas�144

131 ‘Asylum and refugee resettlement in the UK’, Migration Observatory, 2022.
132 For Close the Camps UK campaign, see: https://www.closethecamps.uk
133  ‘Report of the Inquiry into Quasi-Detention’, All Party Parliamentary Group on Immigration Detention, 2021 (https://appgdetention.org.uk/wp-content/

uploads/2022/02/211209-APPG-on-Immigration-Detention-Report-of-Inquiry-into-Quasi-Detention-Executive-Summary-and-Recommendations.pdf?x10741). 
134  ‘The Queen on the application of NB and ors -v- Secretary of State for the Home Department and anr’, 2021 (https://www.judiciary.uk/judgments/the-queen-on-the-

application-of-nb-and-ors-v-secretary-of-state-for-the-home-department-and-anr/)� 
135 High Court Judgement Case No: CO/3275/2021 & CO/3276/2021 (https://dpglaw.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/06/Hough-final-judgment.docx).
136  The Guardian, November 2022  

(https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2022/nov/05/border-force-union-joins-legal-action-over-conditions-at-manston-asylum-centre). 

 137  ‘Faster accommodation moves for unaccompanied asylum-seeking children’ (https://www.gov.uk/government/news/faster-accommodation-moves-for-
unaccompanied-asylum-seeking-children)�

 138  ‘Extension of Home Office’s tenure of the Napier Barracks’ (https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/7159/documents/75641/default/). 
 139   ‘Report of Visit to Napier Barracks on 2 February 2022’, All Party Parliamentary Group on Immigration Detention, 2022 (https://appgdetention.org.uk/wp-content/

uploads/2022/04/220407-APPG-on-Immigration-Detention-Report-of-Visit-to-Napier-Barracks�pdf?x10741)� 
140  ‘Ethnicity facts and figures’ (https://www.ethnicity-facts-figures.service.gov.uk/).
141  ‘Hate crime action plan 2016 to 2020’ (https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/hate-crime-action-plan-2016).
142 ‘Integrated Communities Action Plan (MHCLG)’, 2019 (https://ec.europa.eu/migrant-integration/library-document/integrated-communities-action-plan-mhclg_en)
143 Integrated Communities Action Plan (MHCLG), 2019� 
144 Evaluation of the Integration Areas Programme, 2022� 
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Complementing these efforts, the Home Office in 2019 
published an Indicators of Integration Framework 
which sought to inform the planning, monitoring and 
evaluation of integration projects�145  The Framework 
built on and brought together various previous efforts 
at defining integration (particularly the 2004 Framework 
developed by Ager and Strang), and created a structure 
of 14 ‘domains’ of integration to support organisations 
in building strategies and designing and evaluating 
interventions� The Framework has been widely welcomed 
and has since informed various initiatives such as the 
recent Refugee Transitions Outcomes Fund which is 
piloting outcomes-based funding for refugee integration 
projects in six pilot areas� 

Although the long-term nature of the desired outcomes 
makes assessing the success of these strategies and funds 
difficult, a helpful comparison can be made with the 
similar ‘Controlling Migration Fund’, first included in the 
2015 Conservative Manifesto which allocated £100 million 
to local authorities to run projects to help cope with 
rapid increases in migration in 2016-17 and 2019-20�146  
One of the projects to receive this funding was the UASC 
Training and Outcomes Star project in Brighton, aimed 
at better supporting Unaccompanied Asylum Seeking 
Children (UASC)� Measures included a series of human 
rights training courses for social workers, covering topics 
such as supporting children with trauma, which was 
hugely successful, with the vast majority of practitioners 
stating participation had improved their knowledge, 
skills or confidence in supporting UASCs.147  Further, the 
project improved coordination and cooperation between 
agencies and increased insight into local migration 
patterns, although there was limited success in terms of 
improving access to public services for UASC�

With the Integrated Communities Action Plan only 
applying to England, the ‘New Scots Integration 
Strategy’ is the Scottish equivalent to supporting 
refugee integration� Led by the Scottish Government, 
the Convention of Scottish Local Authorities, and the 
Scottish Refugee Council, the New Scots Integration 
Strategy similarly aims to support refugees and asylum 
seekers in Scotland’s communities to rebuild their 
lives�148 Like the Integrated Communities Action Plan, the 
New Scots is centred on partnership and collaboration 
as well as building stronger, inclusive communities�149  
However, unlike the English Integrated Communities 
Action Plan, the New Scots Strategy is characterised by 
a strong ‘rights-based’ approach and involvement of 
refugees, with key priorities being to ensure refugees and 
asylum seekers know their rights and encourage them 
to help shape strategies and their delivery�150 This focus 
on refugee involvement has been highly praised by the 
UNHRC, stating that the Scottish strategy ‘recognises 
that for approaches to integration to succeed, they 
must be about working in and with local communities, 
as well as with refugees and asylum seekers.’151 In the 
same way the Controlling Migration and Integrated 
Communities Innovation Funds work, the New Scots 
Refugee Integration Delivery Project is a programme 
supported by the European Union Asylum, Migration and 
Integration Fund (AMIF), which delivers up to £2�8 million 
to fund new projects and support innovation�  Examples 
of funded projects range from a learning module to help 
teachers and education staff improve their knowledge and 
confidence in supporting bilingual learners, to the annual 
Refugee Festival in Edinburgh�152 

Overall, Integration Strategies have been an encouraging 
step towards ensuring migrants get the support they 
need when settling in the UK� Nonetheless, the long-term 
nature of many integration outcomes mean it may be 
some years before we get the full picture of the impact�

Alongside the development of these strategies has come 
another innovation in migration governance in the form 
of Strategic Migration Partnerships� The idea is that 
each Partnership acts as the bridge between central and 
local Government, non-governmental organisations and 
the community sector to develop a strategic approach 
to promoting the benefits and minimising the adverse 
impacts of migration�153  Each regional Partnership 
receives an annual grant from the Home Office to then 

the Home Office in 2019 published 
an Indicators of Integration 
Framework which sought to inform 
the planning, monitoring and 
evaluation of integration projects.  
The Framework built on and 
brought together various previous 
efforts at defining integration 

145  Indicators of Integration Framework, Home Office, 2019 (https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/
file/1074688/home-office-indicators-of-integration-framework-2019-horr109.pdf). 

146  Controlling Migration Fund evaluation, Project-level evaluation report, August 2022  
(https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1098690/CMF_project-level_report_SE_region.pdf).

147 ‘Controlling Migration Fund evaluation, Project-level evaluation report’, August 2022.
148  ‘New Scots refugee integration strategy 2018-2022: first year progress report’ 

 (https://www.gov.scot/publications/new-scots-refugee-integration-strategy-year-one-progress-report/pages/4/).
149   ‘New Scots refugee integration strategy 2018-2022: first year progress report’, p. 3.  
150 ‘Integration Programs’, UNHCR (https://www.unhcr.org/handbooks/ih/getting-started/integration-programs). 
151  IIntegration Programs’, UNHCR.
152 Supporting Bilingualism and EAL (https://blogs.glowscotland.org.uk/glowblogs/supportingbilingualism/).
153 ‘About us’, East of England Strategic Migration Partnership (https://smp.eelga.gov.uk/about-us/). 
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work with voluntary, community and private sectors to 
develop and support local migrant worker and asylum 
seekers and refugee networks, while raising awareness 
and helping facilitate Home Office priorities and feeding 
back on best delivery methods for migration policy 
moving forward� There are currently 12 Strategic Migration 
Partnerships supporting a wide range of different projects, 
including training provision, public awareness campaigns 
and resource development� Whilst some have developed 
a fairly ‘light touch’ role of facilitation and connection, 
others have developed more sophisticated programmes 
of activity, such as in Yorkshire and London�154  Although 
there is yet to be a formal evaluation of the Partnerships, 
anecdotal evidence suggests that they have been a useful 
addition to the landscape of refugee integration in the UK, 
providing a focal point for regional efforts and bridging 
the gap between the Home Office, Local Authorities and 
civil society�

Refugee Resettlement
Along with these efforts to improve the integration of new 
arrivals in the UK, the period 2019-2022 has also seen 
the development of multiple new refugee resettlement 
routes� As discussed in the earlier (2015-2019) section, 
resettlement became a significant response to the refugee 
movement following the mass displacement caused by 
the Syrian Civil war� In preparation for the ending of the 
VPRS scheme, it was announced in June 2019 that the UK 
Resettlement Scheme (UKRS) would replace VPRS, VCRS 
and Gateway Protection Program (GPP) schemes, once 
the VPRS target of 20,000 resettled refugees had been 
reached� Although there was not a target, it was stated 
that the purpose of UKRS was to continue to resettle 
5,000 vulnerable refugees over the course of 2020-2021 
in need of protection from a range of regions of conflict 
and instability across the globe�155 Refugees arriving under 
the scheme receive refugee status, which entitles them to 
work and access public funds� They receive reception and 
integration support from local authorities and community 
sponsorship groups which includes English language 
learning and assistance in finding employment.156

Delays caused by the pandemic meant that the final 
refugees arrived under VPRS in February 2021� However, 
by June 2022 only 1,685 people have been resettled under 
UKRS�157 This was at a time when these regular routes 
were being championed by the Government as the correct 

way to come to the UK for protection as opposed to 
irregular routes�

With the most recent refugee crises in Afghanistan and 
Ukraine, the UK Government has sought to develop policy 
responses specifically for those countries. The outcomes 
and evaluation of these responses is to a large extent yet 
to be measured, but here we can set out the response and 
some initial outcomes and indications� 

Afghanistan
In 2020, the United States signed a peace agreement 
with the Taliban that sought to withdraw its military 
presence from the country by May of 2021; most UK forces 
withdrew from the country in July 2021�158  As NATO 
troops withdrew, attacks across the country intensified, 
culminating in an offensive by the Taliban which saw 
Kabul fall on 15 August� 

The Afghan Relocations and Assistance Policy (ARAP) 
was launched in April 2021 and sought to relocate former 
‘Locally Employed Staff’159  to the UK� Eligible applicants 
could be granted indefinite leave to enter the UK and 
were able to bring certain family members with them� 
Resources were allocated for individuals evacuated under 
the scheme to be resettled in the UK� This included a 
local authority tariff of £20,520 per person over three 
years, funding for education, £10m for first year housing 
costs (followed by £5m in year 2 and £2m in year 3) and 
additional NHS funding to fund healthcare�160 

Alongside this, in January 2022 the UK opened the Afghan 
Resettlement Scheme (ACRS)�The government described 
the ACRS as a ‘bespoke’ scheme that would offer a new 

154 See https://www.migrationyorkshire.org.uk and https://www.london.gov.uk/programmes-strategies/communities-and-social-justice/social-integration. 
155  ‘Funding Instruction for local authorities in the support of the United Kingdom’s Resettlement Schemes Financial Year 2021-2022’, Home Office (https://assets.

publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/995800/2021_04_08_LA_Funding_Instruction_-_FINAL_v1.0__2_.pdf) p. 8.
156  ‘Funding Instruction for local authorities in the support of the United Kingdom’s Resettlement Schemes, Financial Year 2020-2021’. Home Office  

(https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/uk-resettlement-programmes-funding-instruction-2020-to-2021). 
157  ‘Refugee resettlement facts’, Refugee Council (https://refugeecouncil.org.uk/information/refugee-asylum-facts/refugee-resettlement-facts/). 
158 ‘Timeline of Taliban offensive in Afghanistan’, 2021 (https://lordslibrary.parliament.uk/timeline-of-taliban-offensive-in-afghanistan/).
159 Note that this is used interchangeably with “LECs” in some reports�
160   ‘Funding Instruction for local authorities in the support of the Afghan Citizens Resettlement Scheme and Afghan Relocation and Assistance Policy (financial year 

2022-2023)’, Home Office, 2022 (https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/afghan-relocation-and-assistance-funding-instruction/funding-instruction-for-local-
authorities-in-the-support-of-the-afghan-citizens-resettlement-scheme-and-afghan-relocation-and-assistance-policy-finan).
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safe and legal route to the UK for the most vulnerable 
needing to leave Afghanistan� The scheme prioritised 
individuals and their families who had assisted UK efforts, 
as well as the most vulnerable groups, such as LGBTQ, 
women and girls and minority groups� Under the ACRS, 
the UK committed to resettling 20,000 Afghan refugees, 
with 5000 coming to the UK in the first year. 

Numbers from the Home Office in August 2022 state that 
21,450 people have been relocated to the UK through the 
ARAP and ACRS schemes since they began�161 Of those 
who have been accommodated, 9667 (half of which are 
children) are living in hotel accommodation and 7385 
are in settled accommodation (not including those who 
have made their own arrangements)� With regards to the 
support offered upon resettlement in the UK, refugee 
organisations have criticised the Home Office for being 
slow to find appropriate housing for resettled Afghans. In 
February 2022, the Home Office revealed it was spending 
£1�2 million per day on housing 12,000 Afghans in hotels 
across the country� In December 2021, the Minister for 
Afghan resettlement stated that over 4,000 individuals had 
been ‘moved into a settled home, or are being matched’; 
two months later, in February, the Minister suggested this 
figure remained at roughly the same level. Aside from this 
process being costly and slow, concerns have been raised 
about the suitability of bridging hotels for families�

While contingency hotels were an obvious solution due 
to the spare capacity caused by COVID-19, the emergency 
nature of the situation meant there was little planning and 
advance warning to local authorities on how to cope with 
increased pressure on local public services such as health 
services, schools and charities� Many of the hotels were 
located far from city centres, and lack of communication 
meant refugees sometimes got little information on 
the length of their stay and next steps forward� Further 
delays to the transition from hotels to permanent 
accommodation left over 3,000 people being housed 
for longer than six months at the end of 2021�162 Being 
held in temporary, short-term accommodation has been 
shown to be detrimental to refugees’ mental health and 
well-being� Reports have shown that the longer refugee 
families spend in temporary accommodation, the more 
likely it is they will refuse permanent accommodation 
when offered.163

Ukraine
In February 2022, Russia’s invasion of Ukraine saw 
enormous numbers of people migrating across Europe in 
search of protection� Just as with the Syrian crisis, public 
pressure increased dramatically for the UK government 
to expand support and develop new models of protection 
for those in need� In March 2022, the Homes for Ukraine 
Scheme was launched by the Department of Levelling 
up, Housing and Communities. Within the first 24 hours 
over 120,000 individuals and groups had registered 
their interest to support Ukrainian refugees and provide 
them with accommodation� Homes for Ukraine has been 
described as a ‘bespoke scheme [that] provides a route 
to those who want to come to the UK who have someone 
here willing to host them� It will enable individuals, 
charities, community groups and businesses to volunteer 
accommodation and provide a route to safety for 
Ukrainians and their family members.’164 People who sign 
up must commit to hosting in accommodation for at least 
6 months and then to continue support for a further 6 
months, but this can be extended if both parties so wish� 
Refugee groups will be able to live and work in the UK 
for up to 3 years. People will be able to access benefits, 
education, employment support, healthcare, and English 
language classes�

Alongside Homes for Ukraine, the UK Government 
developed a Ukraine Family Scheme for those with 
relatives already in the UK� As of the 16 August, numbers 
presented by the Migration Observatory are as follows:165  
The Ukraine Family Scheme has had 57,000 applications 
and has issued 49,700 visas and the Homes for Ukraine 
Scheme has had 148,300 applications and has issued 
127,300 visas�166

These numbers clearly dwarf previous UK resettlement 
efforts, suggesting a level of popularity both with the 
British public and with those fleeing Ukraine. However, 
there have been a number of issues raised with how the 
scheme has operated� The main concerns have been 
the lack of an official process for matching families, the 
drawn-out visa application process, and the process 
of rematching when a host/ family relationship breaks 
down. The UK has come under fire for being one of the 
more restrictive schemes as non-Ukrainian nationals who 
are fleeing Ukraine (including refugees) are not eligible. 
Families must either have a sponsor in the UK or be linked 

161 Afghan Resettlement Programme: operational data, August 2022. 
162  ‘Lives on hold: Experiences of people living in hotel asylum accommodation. A follow-up report’, (https://media.refugeecouncil.org.uk/wp-content/

uploads/2022/07/21080057/Lives-on-hold-research-report�-July-2022�pdf) p� 7�
163  Coley et. el. ‘Integrating Refugees: What works?’, Home Office, 2019; and ‘Afghan refugees in London hotel “reject accommodation offers”, BBC News (https://www.

bbc�co�uk/news/uk-england-london-60953284)� 
164   Homes for Ukraine Sponsorship Scheme, August 2022 (https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/

file/1097217/Homes_for_Ukraine_Sponsorship_Scheme_August_2022.pdf) p. 5.
165   ‘Q&A: The UK and the Ukraine refugee situation’, Migration Observatory, August 2022 (https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/resources/briefings/qa-the-uk-and-the-

ukraine-refugee-situation/)� 
166  ‘Q&A: The UK and the Ukraine refugee situation’, Migration Observatory, August 2022.
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to a host that is willing to support and accommodate 
them� People must also be able to apply for a visa prior to 
coming to the UK�  

The Office of National Statistics has noted some issues 
that have been experienced by sponsors taking part in the 
schemes, or issues that may arise in the coming months�167   
The cost of living crisis is going to have an effect on the 
number of people that are willing and able to support 
Refugees. The ONS reported that around 30% of current 
or previous sponsors interviewed stated the cost of living 
crisis affected their ability to provide support. Of the 
people who were providing accommodation, 70% stated 
that they would consider extending past the 12-month 
mark if the monthly payments continued, while 4 in 10 
suggested that it would require more support�168 Out of 
those interviewed, 99% stated they incurred extra costs 
as a result of hosting, in household utility bills as well as 
things such as food and toiletries� Most people thought 
that sponsors would benefit from additional support prior 
to and after people arrive. Issues that many reported were 
around accessing services and feeling unequipped to offer 
the best support to newly resettled refugees� 

Hong Kong British National 
(Overseas)�‘BNO’�citizens�
After the passage of the controversial National Security 
Law in Hong Kong in 2020, pressure grew on the UK to 
offer those with British National (Overseas) status a safe 
route to leave the territory�169  As a result, from January 
2021, Hong Kong British National (Overseas) ‘BNO’ 
citizens and their close family members became eligible 
for a new visa route which would make 5�4 million Hong 
Kong residents eligible to move to the UK�170 The visa is 
comparatively much cheaper than other visas, costing just 
£250 for a stay of five years, six times less than the cost of 
a standard UK work visa lasting more than three years�171 

Two routes were introduced under this scheme, the BNO 
Holder route, open to ordinary residents of Hong Kong 
or UK and their dependent partners and relatives and 
household children and the BNO Household Member 
route, for adult children of a BNO citizen born on or 
after 1 July 1997. Once granted the visa, holders and 
their close family can reside in the UK together for five 
years, after which they become eligible to apply for 
indefinite leave to remain, and thereafter citizenship.172 
While BNO visa holders are able to work or study freely 
in the UK and use the NHS, they have No Recourse to 
Public Funds. The Government has made some efforts 
to support the integration of those arriving on the BNO 
Scheme, in particular through funding Strategic Migration 
Partnerships to establish ‘Welcome Hubs’ in order to offer 
language, employment, housing and enterprise support� 
Local Authorities have also been offered some funding to 
provide language and destitution support�173

According to Home Office figures, over 88,000 applied for 
the BNO visa in its first eight months, with 16,942 visas 
granted in the first quarter of 2022 and expectations that 
300,000 people will use this route in the next five years.174 
One of the notable features of the Hong Kong BNO scheme 
has been its popularity with the British people, with only 
1 in 10 people saying they are opposed to migration 
from Hong Kong and three quarters of people in the UK 
saying they support the scheme because it’s ‘the right 
thing to do’. 175

These numbers clearly dwarf 
previous UK resettlement efforts, 
suggesting a level of popularity 
both with the British public and with 
those fleeing Ukraine. However, 
there have been a number of 
issues raised with how the scheme 
has operated.

167  ‘Experiences of Homes for Ukraine scheme sponsors, UK: 7 to 14 July 2022’ (https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/
internationalmigration/bulletins/experiencesofhomesforukraineschemesponsorsuk/7to14july2022)�

168 Experiences of Homes for Ukraine scheme sponsors, UK: 7 to 14 July 2022.
169  Hong Kong British National (Overseas) Visa Home Office Impact Assessment, 22 October 2020  

(https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukia/2020/70/pdfs/ukia_20200070_en.pdf).
170  ‘Statement of changes to the Immigration Rules: HC 813’, 2020  

(https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/statement-of-changes-to-the-immigration-rules-hc-813-22-october-2020). 
171  ‘Q&A : The new Hong Kong British National (Overseas) visa’, Migration Observatory, 2020  

(https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/resources/commentaries/qa-the-new-route-to-citizenship-for-some-hong-kong-residents/). 
172 ‘Q&A : The new Hong Kong British National (Overseas) visa’, Migration Observatory, 2020.
173  ‘Guidance: Hong Kong British Nationals (Overseas) Welcome Programme – information for local authorities’, April 2021 (https://www.gov.uk/guidance/hong-kong-

uk-welcome-programme-guidance-for-local-authorities)� 
174  ‘Immigration Statistics, Year ending September 2021’, (https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/immigration-statistics-year-ending-september-2021/how-many-

people-come-to-the-uk-each-year-including-visitors)� 
175  ‘Britains welcome Hong Kongers as figures show UK issues over 110,000 BN(O) visas’, British Future, 2022 (https://www.britishfuture.org/britons-welcome-hong-

kongers-as-figures-show-uk-issues-over-110000-bno-visas/).
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The Voluntary Sector – 
Collaboration and Critique
As explored above, the growth of resettlement projects 
has led to an upsurge in efforts from the voluntary sector 
to bring community-level resources to play in supporting 
refugee welcome and integration. Many of these efforts 
are still emerging and evolving, such as the development 
of neighbourhood level ‘Welcome Hubs’ in connection 
with the Homes for Ukraine Scheme�176 But as well as 
collaborating on resettlement schemes, the civil society 
organisations have already been increasingly vocal and 
organised in critiquing Government asylum policy and 
suggesting alternatives� A new vehicle for this has been 
the Asylum Reform Initiative (ARI) which was started 
in June 2020 to try to ‘generate more joint impact in 
asylum system reforms’ by ‘galvanis[ing] experienced 
and effective actors, through strategic co-ordination 
and collaboration, towards more ambitious, effective 
and impactful advocacy’.177 Founder members of the ARI 
include Refugee Action, the British Red Cross, the Refugee 
Council and Asylum Matters� The main focus of the ARI 
to date has been the Together with Refugees Campaign, 
which has mobilised over 500 organisations in ‘calling 
for a better approach to supporting refugees that is more 
effective, fair and humane’, and has been particularly 
active in opposing various elements of the Nationality and 
Borders Act�178

In more recent months the continued high-profile 
nature of channel crossings, ever-growing backlog in 
cases and poor conditions in asylum accommodation 
have prompted a number of further interventions, most 
notably the Legatum Institute-led publication ‘A British 
National Refugee Policy’. This report strongly opposed the 
Rwanda partnership and instead argued for a ‘strategic 
framework for global, national and local engagement, 
working across the whole-of-government rather than 
being dominated by any one government department.’179  
Specific proposals included collaboration with France and 
the EU to create asylum assessment processes in relevant 
‘hot spots’ outside the UK, establishing a dedicated 
backlog clearance team to deal with the backlog in 
outstanding asylum cases, giving asylum seekers the right 
to work (an ask which has galvanised much civil society 
support in recent years) and creating earmarked central 
government funding for refugee integration at a local 
level�180 It is also worth noting that the Government’s own 
Migration Advisory Committee has criticised the Home 
Office for allowing the unprecedented backlog in asylum 
cases, and suggested relaxing the rules around asylum 
seekers working as a possible solution�181 So although her 
description of an asylum ‘invasion’ of Britain was highly 
contentious, the Home Secretary’s assertion in the House 
of Comments on 31 October that ‘the asylum system is 
broken’ would likely have commanded agreement across 
the board�   

the growth of resettlement projects 
has led to an upsurge in efforts 
from the voluntary sector to bring 
community-level resources to play 
in supporting refugee welcome 
and integration. Many of these 
efforts are still emerging and 
evolving, such as the development 
of neighbourhood level ‘Welcome 
Hubs’ in connection with the Homes 
for Ukraine Scheme

176  See ‘Homes for Ukraine Bristol’, The Good Faith Partnership (https://goodfaith.org.uk/case-studies/homeforukrainebristol).
177 ‘Asylum Reform Initiative’, British Red Cross, May 2022 (https://www.evaluation.org.uk/app/uploads/2022/05/Asylum-Reform-Initiatives-ITT-v1.0.pdf). 
178 See: https://www.refugeecouncil.org.uk/get-involved/campaign-with-us/together-with-refugees/ 
179 ‘A British National Refugee Policy’, October 2022 (https://li.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/National-Refugee-Policy-2022.pdf). 
180  It is worth noting that proposals for an asylum assessment process outside of the UK connect with some broader visions for reform of the international system of 

refugee protection, e.g. the one outlined by James C Hathaway in ‘The Global Cop-Out on Refugees’, International Journal of Refugee Law, 30/4, December 2018.
181  ‘Migration Advisory Committee: annual report, 2021’, December 2021 (https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/migration-advisory-committee-annual-

report-2021/migration-advisory-committee-mac-annual-report-2021-accessible-version#asylum-and-integration)� 
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CONCLUSION
Lesson learned

This paper has sought to give an overview of the major 
initiatives and interventions of the last 25 years in 
reforming the asylum system, with a particular focus on 
integration� Having done so, it is worth stepping back and 
assessing what lessons might be learned about what has 
and hasn’t worked in recent decades.

The primacy of geopolitics
One of the striking features of this exercise is the impact 
of geopolitical events in driving change in the UK asylum 
system. Whether it’s the breakup of Yugoslavia and the 
War on Terror leading to the peak of asylum applications 
in the early 2000s, the Syrian Civil War leading to the 
rise of resettlement programmes or the Ukraine War, 
and Chinese action in Hong Kong leading to hundreds of 
thousands of arrivals via new bespoke routes, it is clear 
that the UK asylum and refugee system is impacted just 
as much by external events as by Government policy 
or civil society interventions� With climate change and 
conflicts around the globe predicted to force ever higher 
numbers of refugees worldwide, it is highly likely that 
the UK’s protection system will be forced into further 
significant changes in the years to come. On the issue of 
refugee resettlement, this poses the question of whether 
it is better to follow the pattern of recent years and create 
bespoke schemes for each new crisis and nationality, 
or whether the UK would be better served by a single 
resettlement scheme which can be flexed according to a 
changing context� 

A story of continuity
Another clear pattern of the last 25 years is the startling 
continuity in language and approach in terms of national 
Government policy, regardless of which individual or party 
was in charge at any one time� When Priti Patel in 2020 
argued that ‘without firmness, there can be no fairness’, 
she was perhaps unwittingly echoing the exact language 
used by numerous Labour politicians of the late 90’s and 
2000’s. Although of course different Governments and 
Ministers have had their own particular approaches in 
some respects, the three principles of firmness, fairness 
and speed have undeniably been the hallmark of national 
government policy throughout the last two and a half 
decades, with almost every piece of major legislation in 
this period attempting to link different measures back 
to this overall framing� For those seeking to encourage 
change in the system, this should lead to careful reflection 
on how much can be achieved within this framing and 

for whom, and an acknowledgement that if more radical 
policies are to be proposed they will likely need to be 
accompanied by a pragmatic analysis of the likely political 
ramifications of a major change of discourse on this topic. 

Tough enough? 
One interesting and challenging question to pose of the 
last 25 years is the extent to which efforts to ‘tighten up’ 
the asylum system were successful� On the one hand, 
evidence for the success of the hostile environment is 
hard to come by� It is unclear whether the policy had any 
success in encouraging people living in the UK illegally to 
leave, or in deterring people considering coming in� 

On the other hand, it is possible to build a fairly strong 
case that the measures taken by the Labour Government 
in the early to mid 2000s to make it more difficult to get 
to the UK by air or through the Channel Tunnel were 
successful in driving down the overall number of asylum 
claims� What that Government found, however, was that 
practical ‘success’ in this regard led to little if any political 
payoff, as tough rhetoric from politicians arguably served 
to stoke public opinion in ways that could not then be 
satisfied by workable policies. There are potential echoes 
of this dilemma in the current Government’s struggles to 
curtail channel crossings whilst simultaneously battling 
a lack of appropriate accommodation and an enormous 
backlog of asylum casework�  

Integration for whom?
As well as causing potential political headaches, the 
continuous ‘tough’ rhetoric and policies of the last 25 
years towards asylum seekers has created problems for 
refugee integration� In the New Labour years these were 
encapsulated in the responses to the 2000 strategy on 
integration and the Indicators of Integration work of Ager 
and Strang� Civil society voices pointed out the paradox 
of investing in refugee integration work whilst at the 
same time placing ever increasing barriers in the way of 
asylum seekers’ integration while their claims were being 
processed� 

It is clearly the case, for example, that Government 
policies in this period made it harder for asylum seekers 
to make progress across the four key priorities for 
integration identified by Ager and Strang, including 
access to employment, equal rights, social connections 
and language acquisition� These policies had a knock-on 
effect for those granted refugee status, making it harder 
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for them to make progress across the 10 ‘domains’ of 
integration in the longer term� 

In recent years under the Conservative Government the 
distinction between those seeking protection who are 
‘worthy’ of integration support and those who are not has 
become ever more stark. Resettled refugees are offered 
new kinds of funding and support whilst those claiming 
asylum in the UK are subject to ever greater restrictions� 
Indeed, the provisions of the Nationality and Borders Act 
mean that even those found to have a genuine claim for 
protection who have arrived by irregular routes will now 
not be on a pathway towards integration but will instead 
be subject to No Recourse to Public Funds and given only 
limited rights to remain in the UK and connect with family 
overseas. The impact  of the ‘2 tier’ system on integration 
outcomes represents a significant challenge for those 
seeking policy reform� 

Not�fit�for�purpose
The extraordinary recent rise in the number of asylum 
claimants waiting over 6 months for an initial decision 
begs the question of whether the Home Office is, as the 
Labour Home Secretary John Reid memorably said, ‘not 
fit for purpose’. 

On the specific topic of the backlog, useful work could 
be done in assessing how progress in this area was made 
previously, for example in the early New Labour years and 
in the late 2000’s with the introduction of the New Asylum 

Model� But looked at more broadly, recent years have seen 
the Home Office juggling competing priorities around 
the issue of asylum and migration� On the one hand, 
the departmental response to the Windrush Scandal 
promised culture change and a fresh determination to 
‘see the face behind the case’, whilst on the other, the 
drive to create an ever-more hostile environment for 
those seeking asylum continues apace� The widespread 
criticism of the department for its inability to process 
visa applications from Ukrainian refugees at the start of 
the war was another archetypal example of a system that 
seemed to have been designed to ‘say no’ suddenly being 
asked to adopt a radically different approach. 

The fact that the Homes for Ukraine Scheme was given to 
the Department for Levelling Up was a further indicator of 
a lack of trust in the Home Office to create a process that 
prioritised integration� The resultant institutional set-up 
feels highly disjointed, with the Department for Levelling 
Up overseeing Homes for Ukraine but the Home Office 
in charge of visas and the Refugee Transitions Outcomes 
Fund� Meanwhile, the Department for Education is 
responsible for English language funding for newly 
arrived refugees� With devolution and the introduction of 
Strategic Migration Partnerships further complicating the 
question of who is responsible for refugee integration, it 
seems likely that any meaningful progress in this field is 
likely to involve significant change and more joined-up 
thinking within the machinery of Government�182

Source: Migration Observatory analysis of Home Office Immigration Statistics. Note from the authors: Includes cases lodged since 1 April 2006.

182   One option would involve a break-up of the Home Office into two separate departments – one for Immigration and one for Security – as advocated by the Adam 
Smith Institute in: https://www.adamsmith.org/research/a-broken-home-why-its-time-to-split-up-the-home-office 
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The possibilities for integration
Whilst  the last 25 years have served plenty of examples 
of failure and poor outcomes in the field of refugee 
and asylum policy, there is also cause for optimism 
for those with an interest in refugee integration� This 
optimism lies in the positive public reaction to several 
policy developments of recent years� The idea that the 
British public would offer overwhelming support for the 
resettlement of hundreds of thousands of refugees in 
the space of two years  would have seemed laughable 
throughout much of the period covered by this study� 
Yet through the BNO route and the Homes for Ukraine 
Scheme this is exactly what transpired� Indeed, the fact 
that hundreds of thousands of Britons were willing to 
open up their homes to those fleeing violence is testimony 
to a strong groundswell of hospitality for refugees among 
the general public� 

What is notable is that both qualitative and quantitative 
research has backed up the notion that Brits of all 
backgrounds are in favour of the proper, deep integration 
of newcomers� This was well summed up in the results 

of the British Future and Hope not Hate’s ‘National 
Conversation on Immigration’ in 2018 (the biggest ever 
public consultation on immigration and integration), 
which stated that:

‘Integration strengthens support for the principle of 
refugee protection� Those who know refugees, or know 
others who know them, are more likely to base their views 
on these local experiences rather than what they read in 
the media.’ 

Whilst there are of course plenty of nuances in terms of 
public opinion on refugee and asylum issues, the work of 
More in Common has found strong evidence to suggest 
that models such as community sponsorship have ‘the 
potential to radically shift the British public’s attitudes to 
the UK taking in refugees, particularly reducing opposition 
to refugees among more socially conservative groups.’ 

With the asylum system very obviously in need of 
significant reform, the stage is therefore set for those with 
practical ideas to tap into this widely held desire from the 
British public to integrate  newcomers into their home and 
communities� 
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