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The Woolf Institute, which convened and funded the 
Commission, is a global leader in the academic study 
of relations between Jews, Christians, and Muslims, 
and is recognised around the world for the excellence 
of its research, teaching, policy and public education 
programmes. 

It aims to answer practical and theoretical questions 
concerning aspects of identity, culture, and practice 
using multidisciplinary approaches with research, 
teaching and public education staff from a wide range 
of academic backgrounds. The Institute strives, in its 
research and outreach, to demonstrate how greater 
understanding of commonality and difference can 
inform and enhance the Public Good.

www.woolf.cam.ac.uk 

The Care Policy and Evaluation Centre (CPEC), London 
School of Economics and Political Science, is a leading 
international research centre, primarily working 
on long-term care (social care), mental health, 
developmental disabilities, and other health issues 
to inform and influence policy, practice, and theory 
globally.

www.lse.ac.uk/cpec 

Good Faith Partnership are a consultancy firm 
dedicated to fostering understanding, collaboration, 
and positive change across three key areas: Migration, 
Faith and Society, and Interfaith and International 
issues. Their high-quality research and consultancy 
support is born out of years of experience in the 
design and delivery of innovative solutions to migrant 
inclusion policy and practice. 

www.goodfaith.org.uk 

Neighbourly Lab is a non-profit research and 
innovation organisation with a mission to increase 
social connection and strengthen community 
resilience around the UK. Their thematic areas of focus 
include: what works to best welcome newcomers to a 
place, how to drive effective engagement with often 
lesser-heard communities, the social determinants of 
health outcomes, and how to develop and build social 
infrastructure all over the country. 

www.neighbourlylab.com 
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Almost everyone agrees – from the current government to the voluntary sector, as well as 
refugees and asylum seekers themselves – that the UK asylum system is broken. Producing 
practical, ethical and economically-costed responses, with integration at the centre, has been 
the task of The Commission on the Integration of Refugees, an independent Commission 
convened by the Woolf Institute. 

The Commissioners represent a wide range of views and divergent positions, including across 
the political divide. But all strive for a society where everyone – including refugees – feels 
welcome and part of a strong, cohesive community. They include people with lived experience 
of being a refugee and asylum seeker. I am grateful to them all, and to the many hundreds who 
have contributed to the Commission. Biographies of all Commissioners can be found at the 
end of this report.

The Commission demonstrates that it is possible to find common ground and that these issues 
can be debated and consensus found without antagonism and hostility.  Agreement is possible 
to secure a new deal for refugees in the UK, one that is fair, deliverable and accountable.  A deal 
that works for everyone, both refugees and wider British society.  

At the same time as this report, the Commission is publishing six appendices (details of these, 
with a QR code are found on page 7 of this report) which provide further information as well 
as the evidence for the Commission’s findings. On behalf of the Commission, I commend this 
work to you and to all policy makers across the political spectrum, government officials as well 
as all those engaged in the asylum sector and the wider public.

Dr Ed Kessler MBE 
Chair

Foreword



Asylum Reform Initiatives 1997-2022
The Good Faith Partnership reviewed asylum reform initiatives in the UK from 
1997 to 2022, primarily assessing the efforts of central government, but also 
paying attention to significant initiatives led by local or devolved government, 
and by the voluntary sector. This report was initially published in October 2022, 
and has been republished in March 2024 with a new appendix incorporating policy 
changes from October 2022 to January 2024.

 

Call for Evidence: The Effect of the UK Asylum System on the 
Integration of Refugees and Asylum Seekers
The Commission issued a Call for Evidence between November 2022 and April 
2023 on the UK refugee and asylum system, receiving 210 responses, of which 
68 (40%) were current or former refugees and asylum seekers. The Call was 
co-produced by the commissioners along with a number of stakeholders, and 
widely disseminated amongst relevant stakeholder networks, as well as through 
the Commission website. Submissions were solicited from integration service 
providers, policy experts, lived experience voices, and the general public.

 

Economic Analysis
The Care Policy and Evaluation Centre (CPEC) at the London School of Economics 
and Political Science (LSE) developed a financial model to estimate the economic 
implications of different approaches to the integration of refugees and to cost 
the Commission’s key recommendations. Their report calculates costs and 
benefits using data from a wide range of sources, including central government, 
independent bodies, private organisations, and existing academic research.

Research Pillars
Between 2022 and 2023, the Commission commissioned and conducted a series of
interrelated research projects. Reports documenting this research are available on the 
Commission website via the QR code and are listed below.

In addition, the Commission conducted numerous small group meetings with a variety 
of stakeholders and civil society actors. Individuals and organisations who gave 
evidence are listed at the end of this report. 

The six supporting research reports are:

Call to Evidence

1

Report produced by The Good Faith Partnership 
for the Commission on the Integration of Refugees, November 2022

A Broken System: 
Asylum Reform Initiatives 1997-2022 

Call to Evidence

1

Report produced by Dr Nobuko Nagai, Bircan Ciytak, and Dr Anastasia Badder 
for the Commission on the Integration of Refugees, October 2023

Call for Evidence: 
The Effect of the UK Asylum System 
on the Integration of Refugees and 
Asylum Seekers 

1

Synthesis of Local Hearings

Report produced by Martin Knapp, Magdalena Walbaum, Preeti Pasricha
Care Policy and Evaluation Centre, London School of Economics and Political Science
for the Commission on the Integration of Refugees, October 2023

The Asylum 
System and 
Refugee 
Integration:  
Economic Analysis 

Research Pillars
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International Comparisons
The Good Faith Partnership conducted a review of international policy and practice on 
the issue of refugee and asylum seeker integration, comprising a review of examples 
from countries comparable to the UK from Europe, the Americas, and Australasia.

Local Engagement Hearings
The Commission conducted eight hearings with local policymakers, stakeholders, 
civil society, and lived experience voices across the UK, in the following locations: 

Birmingham, 28 November 2022
London, 6 March 2023
Newcastle-upon-Tyne, 21 March 2023
Manchester, 30 March 2023

Survey of Refugees and People Seeking Asylum 
The Neighbourly Lab independent research agency conducted a quantitative 
survey of refugees and asylum seekers, as well as 20 stakeholder interviews and 
11 in-depth qualitative interviews. The survey was translated into 10 languages 
and distributed through community researchers and in partnership with civil 
society organisations across the devolved nations of the UK, reaching 1,189 
people, of which 755 responses were complete enough for analysis. 

To view these reports online scan the QR code or visit 
www.refugeeintegrationuk.com/publications

1

International Comparisons of Refugee Integration Practices

International 
Comparisons 
of Refugee 
Integration 
Practices

Report produced by The Good Faith Partnership  
for the Commission on the Integration of Refugees, October 2023

1

Local Hearings

Report produced by Dr Emanuelle Degli Esposti 
for the Commission on the Integration of Refugees, October 2023

Local Hearings: 
Key Findings

Integration  
of Refugees
in the UK
Exploring the integration 
experiences of refugees 
and people seeking 
asylum in the UK

Report produced by Neighbourly Lab  
for the Commission on the Integration of Refugees, October 2023

Glasgow, 26 April 2023
Hereford, 15 May 2023
Cardiff, 3 October 2023
Belfast, 2 November 2023



Commission on the 
Integration of Refugees

Summary

Summary
The UK’s asylum system is broken: it is expensive, 
ineffective, and harmful. There is a desperate need 
for new ideas on how to create a system that works 
effectively and enjoys public consent. Taking up this 
challenge, the Commission on the Integration of 
Refugees has undertaken the most significant and 
detailed exploration of the UK asylum system in a 
generation. Our work has shown that it is possible 
to find solutions and to build political consensus 
around them.

Based on six pillars of research, including evidence 
from more than 1,250 individuals and organisations, 
the Commission – with its diversity of experience and 
political perspectives – has been able to achieve full 
or near-consensus around 16 recommendations to 
shape a new future for the UK’s asylum system based 
on integration.

An integration-based asylum system can deliver 
benefits not only for refugees but for wider society – 
from contributing to tackling the housing crisis and 
homelessness to promoting economic flourishing. 
The recommendations are underpinned by a financial 
model developed by the London School of Economics, 
which found that the benefits outweigh the costs 
within three years, and that they would yield a net 
economic benefit to the country of at least £1.2 billion 
within five years.

There are two core elements to our proposals. The 
first is that our recommendations are designed to be 
mutually reinforcing and their impact will be greater 
if they are taken together. A coherent and holistic 

approach is also necessary to unlock the economic 
benefits projected by the LSE. The three main 
conditions for this are that the government needs to 
meet its target to process asylum applications within 
six months (meaning people can work from this point), 
and that asylum seekers receive English language 
provision from day one and access to employment 
support from six months.

The second is localisation of delivery. At the heart of 
our recommendations is a new settlement for refugees 
delivered through ‘local integration partnerships’. 
These would put devolved governments, regional 
and local authorities, and communities in control 
of resources and delivery in order to create the best 
possible conditions for integration. The national 
government would play a coordinating role, including 
setting overall numbers.

There is an abundance of good practice available to 
guide this shift towards localisation, including from 
the devolved national governments of Scotland and 
Wales, but also from other local authorities in the 
UK, from other countries, and from the success of 
initiatives including the community sponsorship and 
Ukrainian refugee settlement programmes.

The solutions we are proposing would not only be more 
effective than the current system, but cheaper, more 
coherent, more in tune with the values of compassion 
and fairness that so many people manifest towards 
asylum seekers, and capable of delivering long-term 
economic benefits and positive social outcomes both 
for refugees and wider British society.

In the last 25 years, the UK government has consistently prioritised policy 
around migration management over policies designed to enhance the 

integration of refugees and asylum seekers.
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Economic Benefit of Changes Proposed by the Commission
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Recommendations

Recommendations

The following recommendations are addressed to the government of the UK. They are intended to form an 
integrated whole rather than a set of individual options, since their efficacy will depend on the others also 
being implemented. Some of them are directed at specific government departments or agencies, but the 
Commission envisages that a coordinated approach across Whitehall will be necessary.

© Graham Oakes

Below: Women taking part in an activity 
at Brushstrokes Community Project.

1. Devolve asylum and refugee resettlement support 
systems in a “New Settlement for Refugees”.  This 
calls for a whole system approach to put local 
integration partnerships in the driving seat of 
refugee integration. 

 The “New Settlement for Refugees” should consist 
of four strands that represent an evidence-
driven, coordinated, and systematic approach to 
integration across all levels: 

i) Carrying out a radical devolution of the asylum 
and refugee resettlement systems to local 
level – underpinned by strong local integration 
partnerships, Combined Authorities and 
devolved nations – wherein all resources for 
asylum and resettlement are controlled and 
invested locally.

ii) Putting in place a new statement of goals for 
national refugee integration policy by the 
UK government and UK devolved nations’ 
governments. 

iii) Revising and upgrading Strategic Migration 
Partnerships (SMPs) as the key vehicles 
overseeing this strategy on the ground. 

iv) Putting in place strong governance 
and improved channels for democratic 
accountability and oversight with people with 
first-hand experience as refugees at its heart.
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2. Develop a comprehensive Resettlement Scheme 
drawing on best practice and experience from 
recent and current programmes, including the 
Ukraine Family Scheme, Homes for Ukraine, 
the UK Resettlement Scheme (UKRS), and the 
Vulnerable Persons Resettlement Scheme (VPRS).

3. Deliver housing through local integration 
partnerships, led by local authorities, to ensure 
that central government and independent 
sector resources are invested in the expansion 
of accommodation in communities, some of 
which would be reserved for refugees and asylum 
seekers. This would be beneficial to the whole 
population in need of housing, as well as to 
refugees and asylum seekers. 

4. Extend the transition period for asylum seekers 
to “move on” after being given leave to remain as 
refugees from 28 days to 56 days. 

5. Only use detention as a last resort and as a 
precursor to rapid removal where genuine 
absconding and/or security risks cannot otherwise 
be managed. Case-management alternatives offer 
better value for money, have been demonstrated 
to work, and are more humane. Children should 
not be detained under any circumstances. 

6. Avoid moving refugees and asylum seekers 
to different accommodation (after their initial 
placement) without their consent, unless there 
are exceptional circumstances, as this will impede 
their meaningful integration.

7. Provide refugees and asylum seekers with access 
– free of charge – to English Language provision 
from day one after they arrive in the UK, with 
local integration partnerships empowered to 
commission language provision to suit local 
needs.* 

8. Enable all refugee and asylum-seeking children 
to access mainstream education immediately, 
no matter when they arrive in the school year. 
Schools and colleges should be incentivised to 
provide appropriate education and support.

9. Provide language access/assistance to all refugees 
and asylum seekers for the initial six-month period 
after arrival.

10. Ensure that appropriate pathways are in place 
for refugees and asylum seekers to meet 
their full educational potential by recognising 
qualifications and providing access to further and 
higher education.

11. Make people in the asylum system eligible for 
general employment after six months of waiting 
for their asylum decision. This eligibility should not 
be limited to the jobs on the Shortage Occupation 
List.

12. Make people in the asylum system eligible for 
jobs on the Shortage Occupation List from day one. 
Consideration should be given to a Government-
backed finance scheme to assist those granted 
refugee status who wish to set up in business.*

13. Create a programme of employment support for 
all refugees and those asylum seekers who are 
allowed to work.

14. Provide a “Welcome to the UK” pack for all refugees 
and asylum seekers upon arrival, learning from 
and building on existing examples.

15. Establish more Welcome Hubs, bringing together 
the local community, local government, and civil 
society.

16. Carry out Joint Strategic Needs Assessments 
(through collaboration between the NHS executive 
and civil society, including charities, faith 
groups, and diaspora organisation) to increase 
understanding of the composition and needs 
of local refugees and asylum seekers. Findings 
should inform the planning, development, and 
offering of relevant, inclusive, and responsive care 
systems that improve health and address health 
inequalities.

* The commissioners agreed unanimously on all the 
recommendations, except recommendations 7 and 12, 
which were supported by 21 of the 22 commissioners. 



1.1. A “Broken” System
The current UK refugee and asylum system is not 
fit for purpose. According to the Home Secretary 
at the time of the formation of the Commission on 
the Integration of Refugees, the asylum system is 
“fundamentally broken”.1 We would add that it is also 
unethical, inefficient, and costly to the taxpayer. 

For the past 25 years, the UK government has 
consistently prioritised policy around migration 
management over policies designed to enhance 
the integration of refugees and asylum seekers.2 
This is demonstrated by a lack of a national unified 
integration policy, beyond the Home Office’s 
Indicators of Integration (2019),3  and the differential 
provision of services across local authorities (LAs) and 
devolved administrations, as well as an over-reliance 
on hotel accommodation and private contractors. As a 

result, the UK has an ineffective, slow, and piecemeal 
system, in which asylum seekers are barred from 
accessing work and employment opportunities and 
instead have to rely on public funds. This prevents 
them from being able to contribute to British society 
and increases the strain on public resources.4 

The most recent Home Office figures show that the 
cost of the current UK asylum system reached £3.96 
billion in the 12 months to the end of June 2023, up 
from £2.12 billion in the same period a year earlier.5 
This figure is likely to increase in 2024, given the fact 
that the Home Office employed close to 1,000 extra 
asylum caseworkers between June and September 
2023 in order to help clear the “legacy backlog” of 
unprocessed asylum claims.6  

Introduction
The UK needs a functioning refugee and asylum system 
that enables individuals to create new, meaningful 
lives for themselves and minimises public spending. 
Migration is an issue that is not going away, and will 
only become more pressing in the next few decades 
as more and more people flee their homes following 
geopolitical instability and climate change. At the end 
of 2021, less than 10% of the world’s refugees were 
living in Europe.7 By the end of 2022, however, largely 
as a result of the war in Ukraine, the share of refugees 
in Europe (including the UK) increased to 20%.8 The 
UNHCR estimates global forced displacement to be at 
an all-time high, with the number of forcibly displaced 
people having doubled over the past decade. By May 
2023, the global figure exceeded 110 million people 
forced to flee persecution, conflict, violence, and 
human rights violations.9 At the same time, public 

opinion on refugees and asylum seekers remains 
highly polarised, stalling serious efforts to think up 
new ways to improve the system.10 Not addressing 
the evidence and seriously considering ways to 
address the inefficiencies within the current system 
would represent a missed opportunity that will have 
significant negative repercussions for UK society. 
According to the economic model designed for the 
Commission by the London School of Economics, the 
total net economic benefit of implementing just two 
of our recommendations on English language and 
employment support is over £1.2 billion by the end of 
year five. 

In the last 25 years, the UK government has consistently prioritised policy 
around migration management over policies designed to enhance the 

integration of refugees and asylum seekers.
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© Paul Chappells

Commissioners Sabir Zazai and Bishop Guli  
Francis-Dehqani at the Glasgow Hearing.



Introduction

Key to having a functioning refugee and asylum 
system is the efficient and fair processing of asylum 
claims. At the end of December 2023 there were 95,252 
asylum claims awaiting an initial decision (including 
remaining backlog cases), with the majority of 
applications taking as long as 18 months.11 Increasing 
the efficiency of dealing with asylum applications 
should be seen as the first step in improving the 
current system. Our recommendations are founded 
on the assumption that all asylum decisions should 
be made within six months (the government’s own 
target), and our focus is on what should be done in 
tandem with the speeding up of asylum decisions in 
order to promote integration at all levels of society. 

This report outlines a real opportunity to effect 
meaningful and long-lasting change by creating a 
fair, streamlined, and effective refugee and asylum 
system. It sets out a practical, evidence-based, and 
coherent plan to overhaul the current refugee and 
asylum system through a focus on integration as 
a pathway to building a stronger, more resilient, 
and economically flourishing Britain. Drawing on a 
diverse evidence base, with the voices of those with 
lived experience at its heart, this report proposes a 
holistic integration package that would expedite the 
integration of refugees and asylum seekers in the UK, 
economically costed to produce public benefits by the 
end of the second year. 

1.2. The Solution: A Focus on Integration
The successful integration of refugees and asylum 
seekers has been shown to impact society positively at 
individual, local, and national levels. At an individual 
level, positive integration experiences impact directly 
on refugee wellbeing and may also alleviate the 
effects of prior trauma.12 At a local level, integrating 
refugees can provide benefits for all members of 
the community – from civil society to businesses, 
healthcare, and public services. Integration also 
enhances social cohesion and builds stronger, more 
inclusive, and culturally diverse communities.13 At a 
national level, integration provides an opportunity 
to grow and diversify the labour force by tapping 
into refugee talent and bringing economic benefits 

to underperforming sectors. The better integration of 
refugees and asylum seekers also has the potential to 
provide immediate economic benefit to the taxpayer 
by reducing government spending on refugee and 
asylum support. 

Refugees and asylum seekers in the UK are currently 
afforded different rights and responsibilities, 
depending on whether an individual gained refugee 
status by applying for asylum having arrived in 
the UK irregularly, or by arriving through a refugee 
resettlement or community sponsorship scheme. This 
has resulted in what is widely referred to as a “two-tier 
system”, in which individuals are treated differently 
depending on their status and mode of arrival despite 

having similar needs and capabilities (and sometimes 
coming from the same country of origin). While 
integration strategies in the devolved nations (most 
notably Scotland and Wales) operate on a principle of 
“integration from day one”, integration initiatives in 
England are mostly geared towards those who have 
already been granted refugee status and do not apply 
to asylum seekers. 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” – which was 
intended to help refugees (but not asylum seekers) 
to secure access to jobs, accommodation, welfare 
benefits, health, education and language services, and 
to encourage community participation. This strategy 
has now lapsed, and despite producing new Indicators 
for Integration in 2019, no official equivalent has been 
developed or implemented.

Evidence shows that policies designed to tap 
into refugee and asylum seeker talent, promote 
social inclusion, and facilitate opportunities for 
employment, language learning, and skill acquisition 
have the potential to reduce the economic and social 
burden of the current asylum system. By devolving 
power away from central government, it is also 
possible to place responsibility in the hands of those 
designing and delivering frontline services at the local 
level. Integration, we argue, is the key to fixing the 
current “broken” refugee and asylum system.

At a local level, integrating refugees can provide benefits for all  
members of the community, from civil society to businesses,  

healthcare, and public services. 
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1.2.1. Why Now?
The asylum system – and immigration more generally 
– has become a highly contentious and politically 
polarised issue. The cost-of-living crisis, economic 
concerns, fears of job competition, and the strain 
on public services have fuelled anti-immigrant and 
anti-asylum sentiment. Research from the Woolf 
Institute (2020) has shown 
that there is a national 
consensus that diversity is 
good for British society, but 
also an emerging consensus 
that diversification has 
happened too quickly.14  In 
July 2023 Parliament passed 
the UK government’s Illegal 
Migration Act, which means 
that people seeking asylum 
through “irregular means”, 
such as arriving via small 
boats, will no longer be able 
to claim asylum in the UK. This has deepened the 
“hostile environment” narrative already present.15

Parliament was debating the legislation as this 
Commission was undertaking its work, and the 
specifics of how the Government proposes to 
implement the Act were still not clear as the 
Commission concluded. Similarly, debate continued 
on the Government’s proposals to send to Rwanda 
asylum seekers who it no longer deems eligible for 
refugee protection (under the Illegal Migration Act). 
Following the Supreme Court’s unanimous ruling in 
November 2023 that the Rwanda policy was unlawful, 
the Government sought to address the Court’s 
judgement that Rwanda was not a safe country to 
send people to for asylum processing, by crafting a 
new treaty with Rwanda and putting further “Safety 
of Rwanda” legislation through Parliament. This was 
also still in play as the Commission concluded its 
work. So too, was the Government’s strategy to meet 
its target to clear by the end of 2023 the backlog of 
asylum claims pre-dating the Illegal Immigration Act. 
While the Commission’s focus is on the integration 
of people seeking refugee protection once in the UK, 

how these legal and policy processes conclude will 
have profound implications for refugee integration 
strategies. As these debates endure, the reality is that 
people will continue to seek refugee protection in 
the UK; and so too will the need to provide effective, 
humane integration strategies.

Current restrictive policies – 
such as removing the right 
to work for asylum seekers 
and limiting employment 
to the Shortage Occupation 
List16 – have been designed 
to counter the potential 
“pull factor” for new 
arrivals. These policies have 
been maintained despite 
a 2020 Home Office report 
concluding that there is no 
evidence to substantiate 

the existence of such a pull factor.17 In addition, 
policies such as those limiting access to education 
and employment for asylum seekers have the effect of 
placing a greater strain on public funds by inhibiting 
new arrivals from becoming self-sufficient.18    

Recent data suggest, however, that people seeking 
asylum make up only a small proportion of new 
arrivals to the UK, and that 75% of initial asylum 
decisions made in the year to September 2023 have 
been grants of protection.19 At the end of December 
2023, the number of asylum applications waiting more 
than 18 months for an initial decision had increased 
to 95,252.20 Current government spending on hotel 
accommodation for asylum seekers stands at £8m a 
day,21 while the most recent figures on the combined 
profits of private contractors Clearsprings and Stay 
Belvedere Hotels exceed £113m.22 These data suggest 
that current policy (in terms of deterrence) is both 
expensive and ineffective, and that implementing a 
policy focused on the economic and social integration 
of new arrivals has the potential to rapidly reduce 
government spending at the same time as contributing 
to a more cohesive and resilient society.

Increased waiting times on 
asylum decisions have also had 
a dramatic negative effect on 
integration outcomes. As of 
January 2024, the number of 
asylum applications waiting 
more than 18 months for an 
initial decision had increased  

to over 94,000.  
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1.2.2. Delivering Integration Policy  
A key issue with delivering policies around integration 
is the lack of clarity as to where responsibility lies 
between local and central government. Current 
policy on refugees and asylum seekers is determined 
centrally by government in Whitehall, with local 
authorities often having little influence on decisions 
around dispersal, accommodation, and access to 
frontline services, despite being most directly affected 
by these issues. In contrast to this, administrations in 
Scotland and Wales (and to a lesser extent Northern 
Ireland), do have devolved powers in key integration 
issues, including healthcare, accommodation, 
frontline services, and community relations. However, 
devolved administrations are currently not able to 
contribute to key policy areas, such as the assessment 
of asylum claims for individuals residing within their 

authority, and issues around the move-on period 
for newly granted refugees or individuals having no 
recourse to public funds (NRPF). This means that 
devolved and local governments are simultaneously 
more, and less, responsible for new arrivals – more, 
because responsibility for the day-to-day provision 
of services for new arrivals falls to them; and less, 
because they currently do not have the power to 
determine key policy areas that affect these frontline 
services, and thereby their ability to deliver on their 
local responsibilities. This tension was highlighted 
both by local government actors and by other 
stakeholders across the Commission’s evidence 
streams. An overhaul of the UK’s refugee and asylum 
system requires consideration of ways to empower 
devolved administrations and local authorities to offer 
bespoke, context-specific solutions for new arrivals 
in their constituencies, while ensuring that central 
government retains the power to determine national 
refugee and asylum policy. 

Increased waiting times on asylum decisions have 
also had a dramatic negative effect on integration 
outcomes. This means that many individuals are left 
with no means to seek employment or to maintain their 
current level of skills and training for extended periods 
of time, which decreases their earning potential once 
they are able to enter the labour market. According to 
the economic analysis provided to the Commission 
by the LSE, waiting for the right to work for one extra 
year results in a 4% to 5% reduction in their chance 
of finding employment, which is equivalent to a 16% 
to 23% reduced chance of employment compared to 
the average.23 The current government has already 
committed to clearing the “legacy backlog” and 
employing more asylum caseworkers.24 However, the 
emphasis on clearing the backlog means that current 
policies fall short of providing adequate support 

for integration. For example, changes introduced in 
August 2023 effectively decreased the move on period 
for those granted refugee status from 28 to seven 
days and resulted in a 140% increase in destitution 
and homelessness.25 These changes have since been 
reversed.26 

A comprehensive approach to integration has the 
potential to soften much of the polarised political 
debate as it represents a positive and solution-
oriented approach that emphasises the common 
benefits of successful integration for both individuals 
and society as a whole.27 

A focus on integration has the potential to empower local authorities, their 
partners and local people to meet the needs of their refugee, asylum-seeking, 
and long-standing communities by investing funds currently committed to 
asylum accommodation and refugee services into local communities. This 
will enhance the agency of refugees, asylum seekers, and local communities, 

as well as bringing rapid economic and social benefits to the UK. 

Introduction
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Note on Integration
Integration can be defined as: “communities where 
people, whatever their background, live, work, 
learn and socialise together, based on shared rights, 
responsibilities, and opportunities.”29 This means that 
refugees and asylum seekers should be supported 
to become engaged and active members of British 
society, at all levels. Importantly, integration is more 
than simply social mixing, it is also about access to 
opportunities and support. It means everyone makes 
adjustments – both those arriving here as refugees 
and those welcoming them to their communities. 

The Commission draws on the Home Office’s Indicators 
of Integration (2019), which states that there are four 
main facets to successful integration: it is a process 
that is multidimensional, multidirectional, a shared 
responsibility, and context-specific:30

1. Integration is multidimensional: Integration 
encompasses access to resources, such as 
education and healthcare; opportunities for 
work and leisure; as well as broader concepts like 
social mixing. For example, language acquisition 
and education both have a direct impact on the 
ability to secure employment and to contribute 

Finally, it is worth highlighting that civil society, 
especially faith communities, plays a vital role in areas 
such as supporting asylum applications; advocating for 
vulnerable individuals; securing accommodation and 
other essentials; and procuring community support 
that may not be sanctioned, funded, or delivered by 
the national government.28 The Commission heard 
from stakeholders across numerous evidence streams 
(most notably in the Local Engagement Hearings and 
Call for Evidence) regarding the crucial and important 
role played by civil society in “plugging the gap” in 
frontline services. Although there was widespread 
praise and support for these organisations and the 
services they offer, the Commission also heard that 

Current policy on refugees and asylum seekers is determined centrally by 
government in Whitehall, with local authorities often having little influence 
on decisions around dispersal, accommodation, and access to frontline 

services, despite being most directly affected by these issues. 

economically to society. Policies aimed at the 
successful integration of refugees and asylum 
seekers therefore need to consider a range of 
indicators, many of which are interrelated and 
interdependent.

2. Integration is multidirectional: Distinct from 
assimilation, where the responsibility for 
adaptation is placed solely upon the newcomer, 
integration acknowledges the participation of 
a range of individuals and institutions – from 
neighbours, to employers, to service providers, to 
government. 

3. Integration is a shared responsibility: Integration 
depends upon everyone taking responsibility 
for their own contribution, including new 
arrivals, receiving communities, civil society, and 
government at all levels. 

4. Integration is context-specific: Integration needs 
to be understood and planned in relation to its 
specific context and within a particular timeframe. 

they lack resources, staff, and funding, and that 
provision for charitable organisations varies widely 
across different areas of the UK.

A focus on integration has the potential to empower 
local authorities, their partners and local people to 
meet the needs of their refugee, asylum-seeking, 
and long-standing communities by investing funds 
currently committed to asylum accommodation and 
refugee services into local communities. This will 
enhance the agency of refugees, asylum seekers, and 
local communities, as well as bringing rapid economic 
and social benefits to the UK.



© Graham Oakes

Commissioners Lord Alex Carlile and David Goodhart at the Birmingham Hearing.
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 1.3. The Commission
The Commission on the Integration of Refugees was 
convened in 2022 by the Woolf Institute with the aim 
of improving the integration of refugees in the UK. 
Commissioners include refugees and former asylum 
seekers, security officials, lawyers, third-sector 
workers, clinicians, education and health experts, 
academics, faith and community leaders, politicians 
and policy makers from across the political spectrum. 
They worked together to overcome differences, build 
consensus, and to find common ground, driven by the 
evidence. 

The Commission received evidence from more 
than 1,250 organisations and individuals regarding 
what would be required to improve the integration 
experiences of refugees and asylum seekers and 
to identify practical solutions with which to fix the 
broken system. The organisations and individuals 
included refugees and asylum seekers; policymakers 
and politicians; local government and civil servants; 
third sector workers; academics; faith and community 
leaders; and many other stakeholders. As an 
independent and broad-based body, the Commission 
offers a unique example of consensus building across 
political differences in a polarised and heated public 
debate. The Commission’s recommendations are built 
on robust and wide-ranging evidence, with the voices 
of those with lived experience at its heart, and have 
achieved consensus across the political spectrum.31  
This makes our report the first of its kind, both in terms 
of the variety and depth of the evidence generated, 
but also in the ability to achieve broad-based findings 
on the integration of refugees and asylum seekers.

1.3.1. Building Consensus
Despite the diversity of the Commission, all 
Commissioners agreed at the start on a series of 
fundamental principles. They also agreed that the 
current system – designed in the different political 
and financial climate of the late 1990s – is not 
working today, even if their initial ideas on how to 
fix it differed. The Commission wanted to see the UK 
playing its fair part helping people seeking protection 
from war, climate change, and persecution. We agreed 
on the importance of maintaining humane control of 
borders, and securing public legitimacy for refugee 

policy. We agreed that any refugee and asylum policy 
must respect the human rights of asylum seekers 
themselves, whether or not they were successful in 
a claim. And we agreed, that those who do qualify as 
refugees should be welcomed and integrated into our 
society.  

There have until now been few opportunities for 
people like us – with ostensibly incompatible views – 
to come together, listen to each other’s perspectives 
and experiences, and try to articulate a shared agenda. 
That is why Commissioners took the decision to join 
forces and work together on the Commission on the 
Integration of Refugees. All Commissioners signed 
up to the Commission in the full knowledge that we 
disagree with several of our fellow Commissioners. 
But we are all committed to envisioning a refugee 
and asylum system that works for a society where 
everybody – including refugees and asylum seekers 
– feels welcome and part of strong, cohesive 
communities. Only through building consensus across 
experiential and political divides  will we be able to 
find practical solutions to create a better system;  
better for refugees and better for communities. 

Evidence shows that policies designed to tap into refugee talent, promote 
social inclusion, and facilitate opportunities for employment, language 
learning, and skill acquisition have the potential to reduce the economic  

and social burden of the current asylum system. 



1.3.2. Principles
The Commission is committed to the principle that the refugee and asylum system must have the confidence 
and consent of the British public, which means acknowledging and addressing  (mis)perceptions that refugees 
and asylum seekers are receiving preferential treatment. This report sets out the Commission’s vision for an 
asylum system focused on the mutual benefits of integration, and provides a series of recommendations aimed 
at making the system more effective, humanitarian, and economically sustainable.

The Commission agreed at the outset that a fundamentally rethought UK refugee and asylum system should: 

Introduction

1. Achieve public consent
 Securing the confidence and consent of the British 

people. This requires “democratic deliberation” 
with input from refugees, local communities, and 
wider society. It needs flexibility and compromise 
between different stakeholders.

2.  Be accessible, transparent and properly funded
 A reformed asylum process needs to be accessible 

and incorporate a transparent, fair, affordable, 
and properly funded asylum process that makes 
clear who has responsibility for the decision-
making process and the criteria for how decisions 
are taken. It should provide training for decision 
makers and the border protection force to identify 
safe and humane policy, including the removal of 
failed asylum seekers.

3.  Be based on human rights
 A human rights-based approach should prioritise 

social justice, human dignity, and the provision 
of protection, recognising “the right of persons to 
seek asylum from persecution in other countries” 
(Article 14 of the UN Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights) and applied without discrimination 
as to ethnicity, religion and nationality, sex, age, 
disability, gender, sexuality, or other prohibited 
grounds.

4.  Be “outcome based” with clear objectives 
 The system should lead either to swift but 

dignified removal or approval (with a focus on 
waiting times and asylum determination success 
rate), while ensuring that applicants are afforded 
the necessary time and support to prepare their 
claims. This will require investment in training. The 
safety and dignity of refugees must lie at the heart 
of the return process.

5.  Empower local communities and enhance social 
contact with refugees

 Communities need to be prepared for the arrival 
of refugees. Social contact between refugees and 
host communities should be encouraged such as 
through the provision of Welcome Hubs. Fostering 
personal encounters will facilitate the affirmation 
of shared values, the building of trust between 
diverse groups and  the acceptance and integration 
of refugees. 

6.  Enable safe and legal entry
 The UK needs to enable safe and legal entry, such 

as through resettlement schemes, sponsorship 
programmes and international cooperation 
with the UK’s neighbours.  The system must 
also recognise that some refugees will not have 
access to safe and legal routes. The legal basis for 
selection must be fair and transparent, based on 
refugees’ needs for protection and on a robust legal 
framework rather than on the method of entry.

7.  Establish clear criteria for measuring success
 There must be clear criteria for measuring success 

and failure in the short, medium, and long term. This 
should include both qualitative and quantitative 
measurements that account for the employment, 
healthcare and economic trajectories of refugees, 
as well as, the direct and indirect cost and benefits 
of the asylum system for British society.

8.  Identify capacity limits
 This is necessary to ensure that a suitable number 

of refugees is accepted in a given period for local 
community integration, and will enable multi-
annual and predictable funding at local and 
national levels. This will also support civil society, 
and facilitate communication across different 
agencies and sectors.



21

From Arrival to Integration: Building Communities for Refugees and for Britain

© Paul Chappells

9. Learn from what works well
 There is much good practice from which to learn. 

This includes taking into consideration what works 
well in the existing (and previous) asylum system 
and in other countries in Europe and beyond, 
and apply lessons from the experiences of other 
sectors (such as NHS streamlining regulation 
during the Covid pandemic).

10. Recognise the international context
 The UK asylum system exists in the context of 

global forced migration, such as war, climate 
change, persecution, and other factors. It is 
therefore important to look beyond the UK’s 
borders. Numbers of refugees are likely to grow 
from the present 100 million displaced people, 
which means any asylum system is part of an 
international response to the displacement of 
people. This requires international cooperation, 
such as a commitment to accepting a fair 
proportion of refugees, as well as safe routes and 
measures that enable people to be safe without 
leaving their homes. 

11. Take into account the lived experience of refugees
 Refugees should be empowered to “co-produce” 

an asylum system that respects and responds 
to asylum seekers’ needs. Those with refugee 
experience should become assets to future 
refugees and UK society, such as by serving as 
advocates. At the same time, prepare refugees 
to adapt to the lifestyle of the host community 
without losing their own cultural identity.

12. Prevent abuse of the system
 A fit-for-purpose refugee and asylum system would 

distinguish between those who are genuinely in 
need of protection and those who are not. It would 
also mitigate against criminal enterprises seeking 
to exploit those attempting to access the system. 
This will ensure public trust in the system as well 
as help to tackle some of the criminal activity 
and human exploitation associated with current 
irregular migration, such as indentured labour and 
modern slavery.
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Recommendations with 
Supporting Evidence

Recommendations with Supporting Evidence

Principle 
The UK should have an integrated, holistic, and functioning refugee and asylum 
system, which offers a systematic and devolved approach to refugee integration 
that overhauls the current piecemeal and inconsistent arrangements.

1.1. Rationale
The current approach to integration of refugees and 
asylum seekers is fragmented and often uncoordinated. 
It offers varying levels of support and resources to 
different groups, generating inequalities. Decisions to 
implement costly short-term fixes – such as housing 
in hotels – are taken without the involvement of local 
government and communities. Control is taken away 
from local people, generating chaos and confusion and 
sometimes exacerbating grievance against refugees 
and asylum seekers. 

The Commission has heard a significant amount of 
evidence regarding the pivotal role of local authorities 
(LAs) and charities in acting as leaders within their 
regions. In many localities, LAs and civil society work 
together in convening local partners to deliver services 
and to coordinate efforts with the voluntary sector and 
frontline services, often without the support of central 
government.

Create new partnerships with 
civil society and lived experience 
experts, encouraging investment 

of funds locally.

A “New Settlement” for Refugees 

1. Recommendation
Devolve asylum and refugee resettlement support 
systems in a “New Settlement for Refugees”.  This 
calls for a whole system approach to put local 
integration partnerships in the driving seat of 
refugee integration. 

The “New Settlement for Refugees” should 
consist of four strands that represent an evidence-
driven, coordinated, and systematic approach to 
integration across all levels: 

v) Carrying out a  radical devolution of the asylum 
and refugee resettlement systems to local 
level underpinned by strong local integration 
partnerships, Combined Authorities and devolved 
nations wherein all resources for asylum and 
resettlement are controlled and invested locally.

vi) Putting in place a new statement of goals for 
national refugee integration policy by the 
UK government and UK devolved nations’ 
governments. 

vii) Revising and upgrading Strategic Migration 
Partnerships (SMPs) as the key vehicles 
overseeing this strategy on the ground.

viii) Putting in place strong governance and improved 
channels for democratic accountability and 
oversight with people with first-hand experience 
as refugees at its heart.
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The UK Government should put local integration 
partnerships (defined as a collaboration between 
(local authorities, civil society and local people), 
Combined Authorities, and devolved administrations in 
the driving seat of a new approach to refugee integration 
that ensures community-level management of all 
available resources. This will empower local authorities, 
their partners, and local people to meet the needs 
of their refugee, asylum-seeking, and long-standing 
communities. It should do this by investing the funds 
currently committed to asylum accommodation and 
refugee integration into local communities. Processes 
will be overseen by Strategic Migration Partnerships 
(SMPs) with upgraded scale, investment, and ambition, 
as well as new mechanisms for accountability. 

1.2. Practicalities
This “New Settlement for Refugees” will have four 
strands: 

1. A radical devolution of the refugee and asylum 
resettlement systems to local level underpinned 
by strong local integration partnerships, 
Combined Authorities, and devolved nations, 
wherein all resources for asylum and resettlement 
are controlled and invested locally.  

a. Utilising Combined Authorities, devolved 
nations, and newly developed local integration 
partnerships to identify accommodation 
and practical solutions. These will be funded 
through the reallocation of current funds. This 
would shift the balance away from the current 
top-down approach dominated by central 
government and private sector providers. 
It would enable a move towards local 
communities thereby ensuring local control 
and the ability to plan in the short- and long-
terms. 

Although asylum decisions remain the domain of Whitehall, many of the 
services essential to supporting refugees and asylum seekers to settle 
into communities are devolved and are the responsibility of the devolved 

governments and local authorities. 

© Graham Oakes

Above: Commissioners Jacqueline Broadhead and  
Hanna Kienzler at the Birmingham Hearing.



Panellists at the Glasgow and 
Newcastle Local Hearings testified 
as to the differential treatment of 
different cohorts of asylum seekers 
and refugees and the lack of an 
integrated approach to refugee 

integration in the UK.

b. Create new partnerships with civil society 
and lived experience experts, encouraging 
investment of funds locally. This would create 
services that are open not only to all asylum 
seekers and refugees, but also to local people.

c. Shift away from schemes for different groups, 
to a place-based approach allowing for 
economies of scale and the fostering of social 
cohesion. This would promote equitable 
access to services and contact between groups. 
 

2. Putting in place a new statement of goals  
for national refugee integration policy by  
the UK government and UK devolved  
nations’ governments.

 This would build on the Home Office’s current 
Indicators of Integration.32 The statement would 
set the framework for long-term planning, resource 
allocation and local implementation. 

a. This should be accompanied by a rigorous 
whole-system review of public spending on 
refugees and asylum. This would provide a 
transparent overview of current expenditure 
and on how and where to realign this behind 
the new national goals. 

b. The re-allocation of existing public spending 
to local integration partnerships to invest in 
resources and services. This would ensure the 
achievement of national goals.

c. The delivery of national strategy goals should 
be reported on annually. Delivery should be 
overseen by a dedicated lead unit working 
across government departments to ensure 
effective monitoring and evaluation.

d. The numbers of refugees and asylum seekers to 
be resettled, as well as their levels of need, will 
be decided at the national level.

3. Revising and upgrading Strategic Migration 
Partnerships (SMPs) as the key vehicles 
overseeing this strategy on the ground.  

a. The SMPs would work with local integration 
partnerships, Combined Authorities and 
devolved nations to provide regional oversight. 
They would support the identification and 
allocation of accommodation and integration 
services for refugees and asylum seekers. 

b. SMPs will have a formal role in promoting 
integration and the development of integration 
infrastructure at the local level. 

c. Funding would be allocated to, and agreed 
by, local integration partnerships, Combined 
Authorities and devolved nations through 
a multi-year settlement. It will be based on 
projected numbers and levels of need as set 
out in the national goals strategy. It would have 
the capacity for flexibility as needed to address 
local needs and changing circumstances. 

d. The SMPs would be empowered to negotiate 
with central government on numbers of refugees 
and asylum-seekers they would resettle in their 
regions. They would have powers to contract 
with local integration partnerships, Combined 
Authorities and devolved nations. They would 
be provided with full-cost funding reallocated 
from current high-cost, centralised expenditure 
and with savings going to local services.  

Recommendations with Supporting Evidence
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4. Ensuring that the “New Settlement” works 
by putting in place strong governance 
and improved channels for democratic 
accountability and oversight with people with 
first-hand experience as refugees at its heart.  

This should include:
a. Restoring the role of a UK Refugee Minister 

working across key UK national departments 
and based in the Cabinet Office. 

b. Creating an Independent Reviewer of Refugee 
Affairs responsible for reviewing and auditing 
the system against its agreed goals on a similar 
basis to the Intelligence Services Committee. 
The Reviewer would be free to obtain advice 
wherever they saw fit. This would include from 
a National Refugee Integration Forum of lived 
experience and other experts and practitioners. 

c. The Independent Reviewer would be 
accountable to, and produce, an annual report 
for Parliament.

d. The creation of a strong all-party Parliamentary 
committee to provide oversight of the asylum 
and refugee system. This would include a 
review of, and learning from, the work of the 
Independent Reviewer. 

e. Building on the learning of devolved 
governments and granting a new integration 
remit to SMPs.

1.3. Key Supporting Evidence
1. The Commission has heard evidence from 

numerous stakeholders, policymakers, local 
government officials, third sector workers, and 
refugees and asylum seekers themselves pointing 
to the complex, piecemeal, and siloed policy areas 
around refugees and asylum seekers. This creates 
confusion and discrepancies in the system, 
with negative repercussions for the integration 
of different cohorts. Respondents have also 
highlighted the negative impact of problems 

within the current system, such as the significant 
backlog of asylum applications and long waiting 
times for asylum decisions (see below). Since 
many of the rights and opportunities available to 
refugees in the UK do not extend to those awaiting 
asylum decisions, this bureaucratic delay can have 
a significant impact on an individual’s ability to 
access certain frontline services, which is another 
barrier to successful integration.

2. While it has agreed indicators for integration33  
the UK government does not currently have an 
integration strategy for refugees and asylum 
seekers, although devolved administrations in 
both Scotland and Wales do have such strategies, 
the New Scots Refugee Integration Strategy (2018-
2022)34 and Wales Nation of Sanctuary Plan (2019)35 
respectively. The Executive Office of Northern 
Ireland (previously the Office of the First Minister 
and Deputy First Minister) has also prepared a 
refugee strategy (2022-2027), though this has yet 
to be ratified. 

 
3. Although asylum decisions remain the domain 

of Whitehall, many of the services essential 
to supporting refugees and asylum seekers to 
settle into communities are devolved and are the 
responsibility of the devolved governments and 
local authorities. This includes health, education, 
legal services (including legal aid) and housing 
(excluding asylum accommodation). However, 
there can be restrictions placed on accessing some 
of these services where a person has no recourse 
to public funds. Under the ‘dispersal’ system 
implemented by the Immigration and Asylum 
Act 1999, destitute asylum seekers are housed in 
different parts of the UK on a no-choice basis while 
their claims for protection are being assessed. This 
means that asylum seekers often face significantly 
different circumstances on arrival, depending 
on their dispersal location (see Key Supporting 
Evidence for recommendation 6). 

The UK government does not currently have an integration strategy for 
refugees and asylum seekers, although devolved administrations in both 

Scotland and Wales do have such strategies.



4. Civil society – especially faith communities – 
plays an active role in the integration of asylum 
seekers, such as supporting asylum applications, 
advocating for vulnerable individuals, and 
procuring community support. Evidence gathered 
by the Commission shows that refugees and asylum 
seekers’ integration and well-being do rely heavily 
on civil society and charitable interventions that 
may not be sanctioned, funded, or delivered by 
national governments.

5. The differential access to rights, services, and 
provisions offered to asylum seekers and refugees 
in the UK has effectively resulted in what multiple 
respondents referred to as a “two-tier system”. For 
example, panellists at the Glasgow and Newcastle 
Local Hearings testified as to the differential 
treatment of different cohorts of asylum seekers 
and refugees and the lack of an integrated 
approach to refugee integration in the UK.

6. SMPs are led by local-authorities and provide 
a forum which engages with key stakeholders 
from the private, public, and third sectors across 
regions and local authorities to deal with local and 
regional migration. They are core funded by the 
Home Office but often receive additional funds to 
undertake a range of tasks. Historically, their main 
responsibility has been to oversee and monitor 
asylum contracts in their region. For several years 
they acted as a mediator between the Home Office 
and local authorities in identifying accommodation 

places and organising financial contracts. In recent 
years with the rise in the use of the private sector 
housing and contracts they have acted as an 
information conduit between stakeholders and 
the Home Office while overseeing some elements 
of resettlement in their regions. To resume their 
former role in overseeing regional accommodation 
they will need further investment in staff and 
expertise.

7. Data from the Neighbourly Lab survey point to the 
first six months post-arrival as a crucial window for 
individuals to access frontline services, build social 
networks, and increase long-term integration 
outcomes. Evidence overwhelmingly suggests 
that it is difficult to integrate while still within the 
asylum system.36

8. Panellists in Glasgow and Cardiff pointed to the 
New Scots Refugee Integration Strategy (2018-
2022)33 and Wales Nation of Sanctuary Plan (2019)34 
as examples of good practice regarding a statutory 
commitment to “integration from day one” for 
both refugees and asylum seekers.

9. Evidence submitted to the Commission suggests 
that a UK-wide integrated strategy addressing 
the integration of refugees and asylum seekers, 
drawing on elements of best practice in the 
devolved nations, could have greater long-term 
positive impact than the current piecemeal and 
devolved approach.

Recommendations with Supporting Evidence
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Although asylum decisions remain the domain of Whitehall, many of 
the services essential to supporting refugees and asylum seekers to 
settle into communities are devolved and are the responsibility of the 

devolved governments and local authorities. 

© Paul Chappells

Below: Commissioners Hanna Kienzler and Bishop Guli Francis-Dehqani gardening with members of Maryhill Integration Network.



2.2. Practicalities
The Comprehensive Resettlement Scheme should:

a. Be coordinated nationally, administered by local 
integration partnerships, and delivered through 
shared endeavour and responsibility with civil 
society including diaspora groups, local charities, 
and faith-based organisations.

b. Be based on a multi-year funding settlement with 
local communities allowing for long-term planning 
and allocation of resources.

c. Be informed by learnings from good practice in 
international schemes, including those using 
sponsorship, homestay, and family reunification 
models.

d. Adapt existing infrastructure (learning from the 
Ukraine experience) to ensure speedy, effective, 
and trauma-informed scrutiny of applicants and 
of accommodation settings that takes national 
security concerns into account and facilitates 
positive integration outcomes.

e. Provide casework support to facilitate integration. 

f. Be flexible and adaptable to local needs/conditions 
and to humanitarian crises with appropriate 
upstream involvement of devolved administrations.

g. Take family unity/reunification strongly into account.

Recommendations with Supporting Evidence

Accommodation, Dispersal, and Detention
 

Principles 
The availability, quality, location, and security of accommodation has been shown to 
have a direct effect on people’s ability to integrate. The current piecemeal approach to 
accommodation is expensive, inefficient, and detrimental to integration outcomes. The 
movement of people from place to place and the reliance on temporary accommodation 
negatively impacts upon people’s ability to integrate. Immigration detention should only 
be used as a last resort.

2. Recommendation
Develop a comprehensive Resettlement Scheme 
drawing on best practice and experience from 
recent and current programmes, including the 
Ukraine Family Scheme, Homes for Ukraine, the UK 
Resettlement Scheme (UKRS), and the Vulnerable 
Persons Resettlement Scheme (VPRS).

2.1. Rationale 
Resettlement Schemes give local integration 
partnerships, including local authorities, civil society, 
and local people, the opportunity to be proactive in the 
development of integration capacity and can become 
the focal point for wider social inclusion efforts.

 › Local authority driven resettlement programmes 
such as the Vulnerable Persons Resettlement 
Scheme (VPRS) allow local partnerships to 
design initiatives which shape integration 
opportunities tailored to local contexts.

 › Sponsorship schemes offer local people the 
ability to encounter refugees as humans, thereby 
fostering interpersonal connections. They can be 
a successful pathway to integration for everyone.

 › Sponsorship, homestay and family reunion 
schemes can increase the provision of safe and 
legal routes.  

Housing has also been difficult.  We are still in temporary accommodation and were housed in an 
area where we could see a lot of people drinking alcohol, taking drugs and going to the toilet around 
the building. The lock on the door to the main building was always broken so anybody could get in. It 
didn’t feel safe or clean for me and my son.  Thanks to our local MSP we’ve been moved but it’s still 
temporary and it’s hard to settle properly knowing we will need to move again.

A refugee woman living in Scotland who took part in the Glasgow Hearing
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h. Provide pre-arrival and ongoing support for local 
communities (e.g. increasing cultural and religious 
literacy).

i. Be evaluated systematically in terms of specified 
integration outcomes (e.g. sense of safety, security 
and belonging; local community awareness, 
attitudes and support; and success, where 
appropriate, in securing employment). 

j. Be accompanied by a new approach to asylum 
policy, including the development of safe and legal 
routes to resettlement.

2.3. Key Supporting Evidence 
1. Overall, the evidence received by the Commission 

underscores the need for a more cohesive and 
consistent approach to refugee integration, 
addressing these disparities, and creating a fair and 
equitable system for all. The Homes for Ukraine 
scheme represents a model of good practice that 
could be expanded and streamlined for other 
refugee cohorts.

2. In 2015, the UK government introduced the 
Vulnerable Persons Resettlement Scheme 
(VPRS), and in 2016 the Vulnerable Children 
Resettlement Scheme (VCRS), under which 
the UNHCR assessed vulnerability of potential 
refugees. These resettlement schemes marked an 
increase in ambition for refugee resettlement in 
the UK and signalled the UK government’s 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.37   

3. The VPRS has transformed the role of Local 
Authorities in refugee resettlement and integration. 
Whereas their role had previously been limited 
to asylum dispersal (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. While some 
Councils sought to outsource support for resettled 
refugees, others took the opportunity to develop 
in-house Resettlement Teams (including helping 
new arrivals to settle and become independent). 
In 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.

4. 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 Programme (GPP) 
schemes, the purpose of which was to continue 
to resettle 5,000 refugees over the course of 2020-
2021 with an entitlement to work and access public 
funds. Delays caused by the COVID-19 pandemic 
meant that the final refugees under VPRS arrived 
in February 2021 and by June 2022 only 1,685 
people had been resettled under UKRS.

Above: Sarah Jones MP talking with 
other panellists at the London Hearing.



5. The Commission has heard evidence regarding 
the limited scope of the UKRS38 scheme, especially 
given the likely increase globally in population 
movement in the near future.39 

6. A July 2023 report by the Refugee Council 
highlighted that “in the year to March 2023, refugee 
resettlement schemes operating in partnership 
with UNHCR were down 40% on the previous year, 
while the scheme that allows refugees in the UK to 
be joined by their close relatives was 23% lower. 
The low numbers are not because there is no need 
for resettlement or a demand for family reunion 
but are a result of a lack of places40 and lengthy 
delays in processing.”41 In the same report, the 
Refugee Council commented on the “limited scale 
and scope” of current immigration routes, and 
drew attention to the fact that “there is no visa that 
allows people to travel to the UK for the purpose of 
applying for asylum”. 

7. In addition to the UKRS scheme, separate 
resettlement schemes exist for refugees from 
specific countries, all of which were initiated in 
response to geopolitical developments. Following 
the model of the VPRS and VCRS, the UK currently 
has schemes for refugees from Afghanistan, 
Ukraine, and Hong Kong (under the British 
Nationals Overseas scheme). The Commission 
has heard evidence from across all evidence 
streams pointing to the confusion created by these 
disparities in the system, with different rights 
and services provided to individuals entering the 
country on different schemes.

8. Evidence collected by the Commission suggests 
that the community sponsorship model can 
offer a successful pathway to integration if the 
proper resources, information, and capabilities 
are provided to the sponsoring organisation 
or community. When successful, community 
sponsorship, and the Ukraine Family Scheme 
(more in section 3), “has the ability to meet people 
as humans and to foster human connections” 
(Glasgow Local Engagement Hearing).

9. Community and family sponsorship offers an 
alternative route for refugees and asylum seekers 
to enter the UK, and provides one of the most 
direct ways that local communities can provide 
support to vulnerable people fleeing conflict. 
Other countries offering similar schemes include 
Canada (where two-thirds of refugees come 
through private sponsorship) and the US (where 
faith-based communities have taken the lead). 

Evidence from Canada, the US, as well as evidence 
gathered by the Commission in the UK suggests 
that community and family sponsorship can be 
successful by bringing a “shared responsibility” 
element to refugee integration, but that in order 
to be successful such models require “a lot of 
willingness from civil society and a political will to 
enable refugee integration”.42

10. The Homes for Ukraine protection scheme is 
widely seen as a success story in refugee homestay 
schemes, welcoming 131,000 refugees between 
March 2022 and August 2023 through  sponsorship 
by 73,759 UK residents.43 The success of this 
scheme demonstrated public public willingness to 
sponsor refugees, such as 248,000 who expressed 
interest in offering their home, although the 
extent to which this success could be replicated 
with refugee cohorts from different communities 
is open to question. In a review of the Homes for 
Ukraine scheme, Commissioners were informed 
of the positive impact of such schemes on public 
opinion, giving grounds for optimism.

Recommendations with Supporting Evidence

The Commission has heard evidence from across all evidence streams 
pointing to the confusion created by these disparities in the system, with 
different rights and services provided to individuals entering the country 

on different schemes.
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11. A 2023 report entitled ‘The Future is Safe and Legal’ 
by the Head of Policy Exchange’s Demography, 
Immigration, and Integration Unit, David Goodhart, 
notes that: “The Homes for Ukraine scheme has 
shown that willing citizens can play a bigger role 
in the refugee/asylum system than the state has 
hitherto believed possible.”44 

12. A key advantage of the Homes for Ukraine 
protection scheme is that, since refugees are 
placed in the homes of people resident in the 
UK, they are, by nature, very likely to be socially 
included into communities, with a host family 
which guides them to navigate services and which 
becomes a source of informal social and language 
support. The scheme’s biggest innovation is the fact 
that it does not impact on the housing market, so 

opens new capacity for refugees. Although there 
is no research quantitatively analysing the success 
of the scheme in terms of its ability to build social 
connections, this scheme is built on the two-way 
nature of integration; the literature suggests that 
when communities actively receive new arrivals, 
integration is facilitated.45

© Graham Oakes

The Homes for Ukraine scheme 
has shown that willing citizens can 
play a bigger role in the refugee/
asylum system than the state has 
hitherto believed possible.

Below: Support being given at Brushstrokes Community Project.



3. Recommendation
Deliver housing through local integration partnerships, led by local authorities, to ensure that central 
government and independent sector resources are invested in the expansion of accommodation in 
communities, some of which would be reserved for refugees and asylum seekers. This would be beneficial 
to the whole population in need of housing, as well as to refugees and asylum seekers. 

3.1. Rationale
 › To end the current reliance on unsatisfactory 

and expensive provision in hotels (and on other 
“contingent” accommodation such as barracks 
and barges) which are made available on a 
“for profit” basis and are extremely expensive 
and often unsuitable for long-term residence.46 
Together with progress towards more efficient 
and fairer asylum decisions, the proposed 
partnership schemes would provide cost-saving 
and sustainable alternatives to the use of hotels. 

 › Short-term and unsuitable private sector 
accommodation undermines integration and 
jeopardises the mental and physical health of 
those who reside in it.47  

 › A switch to local partnership provision, 
encouraging expansion of existing 
accommodation stock, would benefit others with 
urgent housing needs, as well as refugees and 
asylum seekers.48  

Recommendations with Supporting Evidence

Lived experience voices also testified to the Commission 
regarding their treatment by staff and management at hotels, 
with one Moroccan man describing being threatened by 
Clearsprings hotel managers: “it’s like we’re prisoners and 

they’re prison guards, just thinking about it now still gives me 
nightmares” (Cardiff Local Engagement Hearing participant)

Below: Panellists at the Glasgow Hearing.

© Paul Chappells
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3.2. Practicalities
a. Local integration partnerships, including local 

people, should have a say in how and where people 
are housed within their area.

b. Local authorities have a statutory Main Housing 
duty to meet local needs and must be allocated 
sufficient funding to enable them to fulfil this duty, 
as well as accommodating new refugees.49 

c. Coordination throughout the different levels of 
government and within the voluntary sector is 
essential to enable effective integration processes.

d. Include investment in the repurposing of currently 
void housing stock. This increase in usable housing 
stock has the potential to benefit the wider UK 
population, not just refugees and asylum seekers.

e. Include a “hosting” component to increase use 
of existing and excess accommodation – with 
lessons learned from the Community Sponsorship 
(Syria) and Homes for Ukraine schemes 
(particularly in terms of addressing safeguarding 
needs, supporting hosts, and minimising risk 
of homelessness if hosting breaks down). Such 
hosting could reduce pressure on local housing 
stock while also providing alternatives to existing 
asylum accommodation.50  

3.3. Key Supporting Evidence
1. Accommodation represents the biggest 

government cost within the current asylum 
system. The backlog of applications means that 
accommodation costs increase further because 
people are housed in temporary accommodation 
for longer whilst they wait for a decision. There 
are additional ongoing indirect costs since 
inappropriate accommodation hampers people’s 
long-term ability to integrate.51

2. Demand for asylum accommodation is currently 
greater than supply, which means that the 
Home Office has needed to use hotels (and other 
forms of accommodation) to increase capacity. 
Approximately 51,000 people seeking asylum were 
in hotel accommodation at the end of June 2023 
and £2.3 billion was spent on hotels in 2022/23.52 
The accommodation is often “unsanitary”,53 

in cramped conditions, and costs the taxpayer 
between £5.6 and £7 million per day. Whilst 
waiting for a decision during the application 
process, people are eligible for accommodation 
from the Government. This means that the longer 
the wait in the application process, the higher the 
accommodation costs.54 

3. Temporary accommodation in hotels was deemed 
by numerous participants at the local hearings and 
Call for Evidence as unsatisfactory and detrimental 
to long-term integration outcomes by adversely 
impacting mental health, social connections, 
education and employment opportunities, and 
social cohesion.55 The lack of access to cooking and 
laundry facilities in temporary accommodation 
was also widely commented on across evidence 
streams, as well as the provision of unsuitable, 
unsafe, and culturally inappropriate food (for 
example, non-halal meat, or spoiled vegetables), 
sometimes leading to health problems or 
exacerbating existing ones.



Recommendations with Supporting Evidence

© Graham Oakes

Above left: 1. Call for Evidence: The Effect of the UK Asylum System on the Integration of Refugees and Asylum Seekers 
Above right: 2. Local Hearings: Key Findings

From Arrival to Integration is based on six pillars of research

Call to Evidence

1

Report produced by Dr Nobuko Nagai, Bircan Ciytak, and Dr Anastasia Badder 
for the Commission on the Integration of Refugees, October 2023

Call for Evidence: 
The Effect of the UK Asylum System 
on the Integration of Refugees and 
Asylum Seekers 

1

Local Hearings

Report produced by Dr Emanuelle Degli Esposti 
for the Commission on the Integration of Refugees, October 2023

Local Hearings: 
Key Findings

4. The Commission heard evidence regarding the 
negative outcomes of partnerships between the 
UK government and private contractors such as 
Serco, Mears, and Clearsprings, especially the lack 
of cooperation with local authorities (partly due to 
the fact the contract is made between the Home 
Office and the private contractor).

5. Contractors such as Clearsprings have also been 
criticised for the way they run and maintain 
temporary accommodations, with numerous 
respondents commenting on their unsuitability. 
Lived experience voices also testified to the 
Commission regarding their treatment by staff and 
management at hotels, with one Moroccan man 
describing being threatened by Clearsprings hotel 
managers: “it’s like we’re prisoners and they’re 
prison guards, just thinking about it now still 
gives me nightmares” (Cardiff Local Engagement 
Hearing participant).
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6. Clearsprings made headlines in June 2023 when 
it emerged that the contractor outbid a number 
of local authorities to secure a Home Office 
contract to find accommodation for asylum 
seekers.56 In 2022, Clearsprings reported profits 
of almost £28m.57 In a meeting convened by the 
LGA, the Commission heard about the potential 
for accommodation to be treated as mixed tenure, 
which would allow councils to have a block of 
accommodation that could be used for multiple 
refugee cohorts. Senior local government officers 
expressed frustration that Home Office funding 
was given to profit-making private contractors, 
rather than being allocated to local councils. 
Representatives also stressed the need for “a cross-
system (and therefore cross-Whitehall) approach 
to accommodation”, as well as concerns around 
current housing and homelessness pressures that 
impact on integration.

7. Overall, the evidence the Commission heard 
was strongly in favour of support for bringing 
temporary accommodation services back under 
the control of Local Authorities rather than that of 
private contractors.

8. Accommodation for refugees and asylum seekers 
is also affected by the national housing shortage in 
the UK, and the Commission heard evidence from 
Local Authorities and civil society organisations 
regarding the struggle to find suitable housing for 
all affected individuals, whether UK nationals or 
refugees and asylum seekers. Refugees entering 

the private housing market often struggle to find 
suitable accommodation, or face discrimination or 
extra checks due to their status. Many respondents 
also commented on the detrimental effect of 
negative media coverage and public discourse 
around asylum and refugee accommodation, 
especially the public perception of hotels.

9. Panellists in the Glasgow and Cardiff local 
engagement hearings commented on devolved 
strategies that help to mitigate these concerns. 
In Scotland, legislation has been introduced that 
protects tenants by prohibiting landlords from 
charging more than 6-months’ rent upfront. 
Wales has a similar scheme called Rent Smart 
that helps protect private tenants from eviction 
and other forms of exploitation. Scotland’s New 
Scots Integration Strategy, which operates a 
principle of “integration from day one”, also allows 
asylum seekers to apply for social housing while 
in temporary accommodation, which was raised 
as an example of best practice by panellists in 
Glasgow.58 

10. Adopting a devolved, locally-led approach to 
accommodation ties in with the Commission’s 
overarching recommendation to implement a 
“New Settlement for Refugees” that represents 
an evidence-driven, coordinated, and systematic 
approach to integration across all levels.

Temporary accommodation in hotels was deemed by 
numerous participants at the local hearings and Call for 
Evidence as unsatisfactory and detrimental to long-term 
integration outcomes by adversely impacting mental 
health, social connections, education and employment 

opportunities, and social cohesion.  



4. Recommendation
Extend the transition period for asylum seekers 
to “move on” after being given leave to remain as 
refugees from 28 days to 56 days.

4.1. Rationale 
A shift to a 56-day move on period would:  

 › Reduce the likelihood of homelessness and 
reduce the pressure on the local authorities and 
charities supporting homeless refugees.

 › Make it more likely that the transition following a 
grant of leave is a positive experience as refugees 
begin the next phase of their journey towards 
integration.

 › Be in line with other local authority transfer 
notice periods.

 › Facilitate the transition from a discrete welfare 
system administered by the Home Office to the 
mainstream Universal Credit system. 

 › Decrease the mental distress that impedes 
and delays effective integration – thereby 
reducing economic and societal costs as well 
as safeguarding the integrity of the affected 
individual.

 › Address the disadvantages (both to refugees and 
to local authorities) of the existing system – a 
minimum of 28 days often reduced in practice to 
a minimum of seven days.59 These include:

• The major challenge to local authorities and 
supporting NGOs in identifying those who are 
particularly vulnerable and finding alternative 
accommodation for them at very short notice

• Many refugees experiencing a period of 
poverty and reliance on crisis loans

• High levels of homelessness

4.2. Practicalities
a. Local authorities should be alerted by the Home 

Office as soon as a grant of leave is issued (rather 
than awaiting the issue of the Biometric Residence 
Permit (BRP)) so as to maximise the time available 
to arrange accommodation.

b. Though the augmented move-on period would 
reduce the availability of asylum accommodation 
to new arrivals, this would be offset by increased 
efficiency in asylum decision making. 

c. In the longer term, the high costs of asylum 
accommodation will be mitigated by more efficient 
and fairer decision making.

4.3. Key Supporting Evidence 
1. Data collected across the Call for Evidence also 

indicates that the 28-day move on period results 
in high rates of isolation, disconnection, and 
homelessness. Civil society actors at local hearings 
emphasised that this period does not allow 
sufficient time to access benefits or alternative 
housing and there is a recognised lack of robust 
support prior to leaving asylum accommodation. 
Respondents to the Call for Evidence survey further 
cited the lack of “Duty to Refer” in England which 
may result in asylum seekers slipping ‘through the 
cracks’ and experiencing homelessness following 
the move-on period. 

2. Since 1 August 2023, the Home Office made changes 
to the move-on process. The 28 day move-on period 
would now begin when individuals receive their 
asylum decision letter, rather than (as previously) 
when they receive their Biometric Residence Permit 
(BRP). Due to delays in BRPs being processed, this 
has meant that many refugees have been given as 
little as seven days’ notice to move on. This change 
was reversed in December 2023 as a result of an 
increase in the rate of homelessness among newly-
recognised refugees.60

Recommendations with Supporting Evidence

Data collected across the Call for Evidence also indicates that the 28-day move 
on period results in high rates of isolation, disconnection, and homelessness. 
Civil society actors at local hearings emphasised that this period does not 
allow sufficient time to access benefits or alternative housing and there is a 
recognised lack of robust support prior to leaving asylum accommodation. 
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5. Homelessness and destitution represent 
significant barriers to integration, as outlined by 
Care4Calais in written evidence submitted to the 
Commission: “Forcing people into homelessness 
subjects refugees to more trauma and uncertainty, 
which will impact their mental health. Vulnerable 
refugees, including young single men and women, 
and those with mental and physical illnesses, 
will be put into even more precarious situations, 
meaning they find it even harder to find their feet 
in the UK. Trying to find housing and employment 
in such a short period of time causes enormous 
emotional strain and stress for refugees, many 
of whom have already experienced significant 
trauma in their lives. Overall, this puts refugees at a 
huge disadvantage when trying to build their lives 
in the UK.” 

6. Panellists at the Glasgow hearing testified to the 
better provision for homeless support in Scotland 
(and the New Scots Integration Strategy 2018-2263  
is funding an Ending Homelessness Together Fund 
to eradicate rough sleeping among refugees and 
asylum seekers), although this is under threat from 
the recent changes to Home Office policy.

3. Numerous civil society and advocacy groups had 
previously campaigned for the 28-day period to 
be increased to 56 days to be in line with general 
homelessness regulations. The Commission heard 
evidence at local hearings and through the Call for 
Evidence regarding the challenges of the 28-day 
move-on period, and the fact it acts as a barrier to 
integration. This has been exacerbated in light of 
the recent changes.

4. In an open letter to the Home Secretary and the 
Secretary of State for Levelling Up, Housing and 
Communities in September 2023, over 140 NGOs 
urged the government to “reverse the changes so 
that refugees have a minimum of 28 days before 
they’re required to leave their accommodation.”61  
The British Red Cross reported on 1 October 2023 
that since the recent changes to the move-on 
process, their Refugee Service has seen a 140% 
increase in destitution for people they support 
with refugee status.62 

Below: Commissioners and panellists at the Birmingham Hearing.



“If I’m in prison, I have a sentence 
and I count down the number of 
days. When I’m in detention, I 
count the number of days I have 
been here” (Newcastle Local 

Engagement Hearing)

5.3. Key Supporting Evidence
1. The UK has one of the largest detention estates 

in comparison with European countries and, 
unlike EU countries, has no time limit on 
immigration detention.68 The Home Office has the 
administrative power to detain a non-citizen at 
any point in their immigration process.

 
2. The most recent figures published by the 

Home Office show that 23,354 people entered 
immigration detention in 2023, and that at the 
end of June 2023, there were 1,924 people held in 
immigration detention (including those detained 
under immigration powers in prison).69 75% of 
people who left detention in 2023 were bailed off, 
mostly due to an asylum (or other) application 
being raised. This suggests that detention is still 
being used to process new arrivals rather than 
solely in preparation for return.70 

 3. A 2022 report by the Migration Observatory at the 
University of Oxford noted that 86% of people 
leaving immigration detention in 2021 were 
released on bail.71 The same report found that: “In 
the financial year 2021-22, the Home Office issued 
a record number of compensation payments for 
unlawful detention, totalling around £13 million.”

 
4. The Commission has collected evidence from 

multiple sources regarding the harm caused by 
detention facilities. There are high rates of suicide 
and self-harm as well as limited training for staff in 
mental health management. Detention is especially 
unsuitable for people with Post-Traumatic Stress 
Disorder (PTSD), since they are placed in an 
environment conducive to trauma by being kept 
in the same place as people who have committed 
crimes. Moreover, the status and treatment of people 
whilst waiting for a decision on their application is 
harmful. For example, they may be electronically 
tagged, forcibly removed, continuously monitored, 
under curfew and live in dehumanising places such 
as former army barracks. In addition to the impacts 
on individuals’ mental health, unstable housing 
also makes it difficult to have consistency in their 
medical appointments.

5. Recommendation
Only use detention as a last resort and as a precursor to rapid removal where genuine absconding and/
or security risks cannot otherwise be managed. Case-management alternatives offer better value for 
money, have been demonstrated to work, and are more humane. Children should not be detained under 
any circumstances. 

5.1. Rationale 
 › The UK has very high rates of immigration 

detention and is the only country in Europe 
without a statutory maximum duration of 
detention.64

 › Detention is expensive and ineffective (with very 
low post-detention removal rates). 

 › It proved possible during the Covid-19 pandemic 
to substantially reduce detention rates.65  

 › Detention is associated with high rates of mental 
health problems, as well as greater strain on 
health, police, and prison services further down 
the line – particularly when prolonged.66  

 › UK pilots of case-management alternatives to 
detention, which involve supporting asylum-
seekers to resolve their cases in the community, 
rather than in detention, have been found to 
offer better value for money, and to be superior 
to detention in terms of improvement in asylum 
seekers’ mental health and wellbeing and in 
their ability to understand their legal options.67

5.2. Practicalities
a. Community accommodation should be the default 

provision with clear and evidenced justification for 
any decisions to detain.

b. Decisions to continue detention should be subject 
to independent review.

c. Priority should be given to the roll-out of 
alternatives to detention projects, such as case-
management. 

Recommendations with Supporting Evidence
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5. The LSE Economic Analysis report also found that 
people held in detention “have limited access 
to the local community, interactions with other 
people, and fewer opportunities to engage with 
the community whilst they stay there.”72 

6. There is significant evidence that detention harms 
both mental and physical health, and impacts 
long-term integration outcomes. A 2009 cross-
sectional study published in the British Journal of 
Clinical Psychology found that detained asylum 
seekers had higher scores for depression, anxiety, 
and PTSD symptoms than asylum seekers living 
within the community. The same study also found 
that there was an interaction between length of 
detention period and depression scores.73 

7. Lived experience voices at the Newcastle Local 
Engagement Hearing testified as to the effects of 
detention: “If I’m in prison, I have a sentence and 
I count down the number of days. When I’m in 
detention, I count the number of days I have been 
here” (Newcastle Local Engagement Hearing).

8. Given the high cost of the detention infrastructure 
and the high release rate, numerous studies 
have pointed to the effectiveness of potential 
alternatives, including case-management pilots 
in the UK74 and US.75 A report published by 
Human Rights Watch reviewing case management 
programmes in the US, Bulgaria, Cyprus, and 
Poland concluded that such programmes “have 
not only been successful in meeting government 
needs, but they also provide access to services that 
allow people to live in dignity while their asylum 
cases are pending.”76

 

9. In 2018, the Home Office began the Detention 
Reform Programme, which set out a strategic 
direction for use of immigration detention in the 
UK and a wide range of reforms to underpin that 
including developing Alternatives to Detention 
(ATD). In response, the UK government announced 

the Community Engagement Pilot (CEP) Series. 
The overall principle of the CEP Series was to test 
approaches to supporting people to resolve their 
immigration case in the community. 

10. An UNHCR independent evaluation of Action 
Access – the first pilot in the CEP series, delivered 
by Action Foundation over two years from 2019 to 
2021 – concluded that: “participants experienced 
more stability and better health and wellbeing 
outcomes whilst being supported in the community 
than they had received while in detention. Evidence 
from this pilot suggests that these outcomes were 
achievable without decreasing compliance with 
the immigration system. More widespread use of 
ATD in partnership with NGOs to deliver timely 
legal reviews and case resolution has the potential 
to address any systemic issues in immigration 
such as the reliance on immigration detention and 
the damage done to mental and physical health by 
detention. Timely case resolution may also reduce 
the impact of uncertainty and instability regarding 
their immigration status on migrants and reduce 
the human cost of immigration.”77  

 

Accommodation of this type is especially unsuitable for people with  
post-traumatic stress, since they are placed in an environment conducive to 
trauma by being kept in the same place as people who have committed crimes. 

Detention is expensive and 
ineffective (with very low post-
detention removal rates).



6. Recommendation
Avoid moving refugees and asylum seekers to different accommodation (after their initial placement) 
without their consent, unless there are exceptional circumstances, as this will impede their meaningful 
integration.

6.1. Rationale
Moving accommodation is acknowledged to be 
stressful and disruptive, especially for individuals 
with children whose education may be interrupted 
by the move, and those who are vulnerable and rely 
upon local support networks. Evidence shows the 
importance of building social connections and links 
and that these are ruptured by repeated moves. This 
ties in with the Commission’s wider recommendations 
to shift responsibility away from the Home Office and 
towards local integration partnerships. 

6.2. Practicalities 
Accommodation providers should implement 
measures to foster integration and help refugees settle, 
and mechanisms to ensure transfers are arranged 
only with consent or in exceptional circumstances. 
Providers should:

a. Be required to provide helpful information 
to asylum seekers about the local area such 
as: locations of medical services, schools and 
voluntary organisations (achieved through 
disseminating the Welcome Packs and Welcome 
Hubs, see recommendations 14 and 15).

b. Ensure training is provided to their staff to deal 
sensitively with difficulties experienced by asylum 
seekers and apply a trauma-informed approach to 
their work (see recommendation 16). 

c. Provide accommodation appropriate to the 
needs of the resident, for example, single women, 
women with children, disabled asylum seekers, 
unaccompanied minors, LGBTQIA+, and other 
groups with protected characteristics.

6.3. Key Supporting Evidence
1. Evidence overwhelmingly shows that relocation 

and dispersal negatively impact social inclusion 
through the severing of social bonds. 

2. Data from the Neighbourly Lab survey show that 
that three in four respondents have been moved to 
a different part of the UK at least once, whilst one 
in four had been moved two or more times: “Many 
of our interviewees described a continuous cycle 
of relocation, particularly during their time in the 

asylum system. This massively impacts their ability 
to integrate within a community as their first two 
to four years in the country are so transient. This 
is experienced even more profoundly in the first 
year of arrival, as people are often moved two to 
three times. More significantly, the quality of the 
accommodation in people’s first year is poor as 
they are moved around places like hostels and 
other forms of temporary accommodation.”78 

3. Dispersal also represents a challenge to integration 
when refugees are dispersed to rural or deprived 
areas, which is becoming increasingly common. As 
one Birmingham City Council worker testified at 
the Birmingham hearing: “In theory, anybody can 
be dispersed to any part of the UK. However, that’s 
in only theory because in practice, if you still use 
the same money to procure houses everywhere 
you will end up dispersing mainly to socially 
deprived areas” (Birmingham Local Engagement 
Hearing).

Recommendations with Supporting Evidence

Many of our interviewees described a continuous cycle of relocation, 
particularly during their time in the asylum system. This massively impacts 
their ability to integrate within a community as their first 2-4 years in the 
country are so transient. This is experienced even more profoundly in the 

first year of arrival, as people are often moved 2-3 times. 
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© Graham Oakes

4. The dispersal of refugees to such areas often 
means that there is a lack of frontline services on 
the ground, as well as potential social hostility, 
which represent further challenges for integration. 
Several panellists at the London, Newcastle, and 
Manchester Hearings – including council officers 
and lived experience voices – called for more local 
authority oversight and involvement in the asylum 
system. Currently, Local Authorities have no say 
over how and where people are housed in the 
area. Often LAs have little or no notice that new 
asylum seekers and refugees have been housed in 

the area. A significant number of respondents from 
local authorities and civil society organisations 
indicated that they would welcome a place-based 
approach to housing and dispersal. This was 
echoed by stakeholders, lived experience voices, 
and local government representatives,  who told 
the Commission that they would welcome a place-
based approach to funding and housing that gave 
more power to the local level.

Below: Commission Chair Ed Kessler talking with a client who 
became a member of staff at Brushstrokes Community Project.
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Recommendations with Supporting Evidence

Education and English Language Provision

7. Recommendation
Provide refugees and asylum seekers with access, 
free of charge, to English Language provision from  
day one after they arrive in the UK, with local  
integration partnerships empowered to commission  
language provision to suit local needs.

7.1. Rationale 
Evidence collected by the Commission underscores 
the importance of English language proficiency in 
all aspects of integration, including employment, 
social interaction, and combatting loneliness. Poor 
language levels impact negatively on mental health 
and social inclusion, which also hinders people’s 
ability to engage directly with frontline services and 
places greater strain on public resources.

Investing early in language provides important skills, 
including for those who may not ultimately stay in 
the UK. 

Evidence gathered by the Commission identified 
that third sector support, especially from faith 
communities, has the potential to play a significant 
role, and there is an opportunity to galvanise efforts 
across sectors to harness the power of civil society 
organisations in a coordinated and streamlined way.

Dad has applied for ESOL but they said it’s full. Lots of people want to go to the ESOL class. My dad 
also volunteers and is trying to improve English but he knows so little it is harder without the classes. 

A young person who lives with her father in a northern city and gave evidence to the Commission.  
They are both currently seeking asylum.

Principles 
Access to education has been shown to be a pathway for integration, whether it be access 
to English language learning for adults or access to mainstream schooling and higher 
education for young people. Refugees and asylum seekers should be able to receive the 
educational and English language support needed to enable them to secure employment, 
to forge social and professional connections and, ultimately, to thrive. 
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7.2. Practicalities
English language provision for refugees and asylum 
seekers should be:

a. Nationally funded, but designed and delivered 
by local integration partnerships led by Local 
Authorities in collaboration with the private 
sector and civil society. This reinforces other 
recommendations regarding the empowerment of 
local authorities and communities in partnership 
with the third sector, and the decentralisation of 
key integration services.

b. Implemented consistently, with place-based 
commissioning for all refugees and asylum seekers, 
working with local integration partnerships in 
order to achieve economies of scale. 

c. Developed according to a UK-wide English 
language strategy (though this is present in the 
devolved administrations) to overcome a lack 
of joined up thinking on the overall purpose of 
English language provision and how it links to 
skills strategy. This builds on the idea of a “New 
Settlement for Refugees” that brings existing 
expertise in devolved administrations and local 
authorities to bear on national issues. 

d. Subject to a series of minimum standards to quality 
assure provision. 

e. Streamed according to ability. This can be achieved 
through the provision of consistent easy-to-access 
assessment for all, giving a clear understanding 
of language level and progression. This can be 
delivered (inexpensively) through an online portal 
(as recently trialled in Birmingham).79 Streaming 
should be based on learning ability, rather than 
solely current level and provision for those at the 
start of their English language journey, and take 
into account broader literacy capabilities, where 
present.  

f. Build on innovative practice to develop solutions 
which work for different types of learners. This may 
include accelerated, intensive courses delivered 
online – building on the example of STEP Ukraine 
(an intensive, virtual, 12-week English language 
and employment programme for Ukrainians in the 
UK, funded by the UK government and delivered 
by World Jewish relief).80 Or they may be delivered 
in person in community settings, such as children’s 
centres or libraries and with in-built childcare. 
Commissioning should allow for provision outside 
of work hours for those in employment, and with 
a clear eye on what learners want to get out of 
English language provision and how they can 
achieve these goals. 

g. Be creative about co-funding and co-delivering 
English language provision – building on the skills 
and capacity of volunteers and civil society as 
demonstrated through Community Sponsorship, 
including low-cost or subsidised models of English 
language provision where this is appropriate, and/
or supported by employers.

7.3. Key Supporting Evidence
1. Asylum seekers in the UK are currently not eligible 

for government-funded English language teaching 
(ESOL) until they have waited six months for a 
decision on their asylum application, at which 
time they can receive partial funding to cover 
50% of the course.81 The delay in English learning 
access for asylum seekers has been shown to have 
a detrimental impact on long-term integration 
outcomes, as well as being costly to the taxpayer. 
The LSE Economic Analysis report showed that 
offering English language and employment 
support to asylum seekers from day one has the 
potential to result in a net economic benefit of £1.2 
billion  to the UK economy in five years in terms 
of increased employment opportunities, which in 
turn generates contributions through taxes and 
reduced social housing costs.82 

2. Refugees who have been given settled status or who 
are on resettlement schemes are entitled to ESOL 
classes, though the Commission heard evidence 
from multiple sources (including local hearings, 
lived experience testimony, the Call for Evidence, 
and Neighbourly Lab survey) on the practical 
difficulties of accessing such services, from barrier 
to access, long waiting lists, oversubscription of 
courses, assessment and qualifications, and the 
non-linear nature of language learning. 

The delay in English learning 
access for asylum seekers has 

been shown to have a detrimental 
impact on long-term integration 
outcomes, as well as being costly 

to the taxpayer. 



Recommendations with Supporting Evidence

© Patrick Unsby

Studies of international contexts show that greater language 
proficiency leads to better employment outcomes. In Sweden, for 
example, refugees were 17% to 19% more likely to find employment 

following a language training programme. 

Below: Panellists at the London Hearing.

© Patrick Unsby
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3. Evidence from Hong Kong British Nationals 
(Overseas) (BN(O)s) shows that there are often 
discrepancies in individuals’ level of English 
proficiency in speaking, reading, and writing, 
and that there is a lack of support for learners to 
develop their speaking proficiency in particular. 
This can act as a barrier to integration when written 
and reading skills are not matched by spoken 
English, thus hindering their ability to interact in 
everyday scenarios as well as effect employment 
opportunities and further education.

4. Data from the Neighbourly Lab survey point to 
the success of English language classes across 
several measures, including increasing confidence 
to make friends and improving job prospects.83 

Regional disparities in provision and the frequent 
movement of asylum seekers to different areas, 
causing disruptions in their education, contribute 
to the overall challenge of accessing classes. To 
address these challenges, survey respondents 
suggested a need for more equitable and timely 
access to English language provision, taking into 
account the unique circumstances of refugees and 
asylum seekers – this can be achieved through 
point 7.2.(e) above.

5. The Commission heard evidence regarding access 
to English language classes, whether due to the 
timing of classes during the working day (thus 
conflicting with employment or volunteering 
opportunities), a lack of access to transport 
to reach classes or additional services such as 
childcare provision to enable women to attend. 

6. Data from the International Comparisons report 
shows that some countries have had success 
in language training through informal “buddy” 
systems such as the “Family-Danish” programme 
in Denmark, which helps refugees and migrants 
integrate the Danish language into daily life at 
home. Furthermore, the support provided by 
volunteers and civil society organisations, e.g. the 
Red Cross and the Danish Refugee Council, plays a 
significant role in the municipal support scheme.

7. Evidence from both local hearings and 
international comparisons shows that civil society 
contributes positively to language learning in 
more informal environments such as cafés and at 
home. This offers an opportunity to consolidate 
these informal networks and to bring them into 
the infrastructure of language provision in the UK 
in a positive and cost-effective way. 

8. Studies of international contexts show that 
greater language proficiency leads to better 
employment outcomes. In Sweden, for example, 
refugees were 17% to 19% more likely to find 
employment following a language training 
programme. Language support also resulted in 
refugees being able to acquire jobs that require 
more communication and pay a higher salary and 
also enabled younger people to gain professional 
qualifications.
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Recommendations with Supporting Evidence

8. Recommendation
Enable all refugee and asylum-seeking children to access mainstream education immediately, no matter 
when they arrive in the school year. Schools and colleges should be incentivised to provide appropriate 
education and support.

8.1. Rationale
Schools and colleges are places of integration and 
inclusion, supporting the aspirations and ambitions 
of all children. 

Although the UK provides access to mainstream 
schooling for all new arrivals, (including 
unaccompanied children), evidence has highlighted 
practical barriers to access, such as children arriving 
after the school year has started, and pupil premium 
funding being lost within school budgets.
 

8.2. Practicalities
a. Schools and colleges should receive targeted 

funding for in-classroom support for refugee  and 
asylum-seeking children, including language 
support. This is particularly important in areas 
which see relatively high numbers of arrivals in a 
short space of time. This should build on the existing 
pupil premium available for unaccompanied 
children, which should be effectively targeted by 
engaging with local integration partnerships, (such 
as those modelled on Migration Impact Funding).84 

b. Recognising the very specific mental health needs 
of refugee and asylum-seeking children, schools 
and colleges should provide a trauma-informed 
approach to teaching and pastoral support. 
This ties into the broader recommendations on 
adopting a trauma-informed approach to health 
and mental healthcare for refugees and asylum 
seekers (see Recommendation 16).

c. Whilst recognising the vital importance of learning 
English, refugee children should have full access to 
the curriculum,  including in their native language 
where feasible and appropriate, in order to help 
ensure they can meet their potential.

d. For 16 to 18-year-olds in the care system, it is 
vital that social workers engage in existing dual 
and triple planning processes to plan for further 
education to ensure that young people have a full 
understanding of their options once they reach 18.

e. Develop expertise and leadership in inclusion, 
exemplified by the Sanctuary Schools Programme. 
A recent Department for Education report the 
benefit such as of interventions such as the Linking 
Network, an organisational structure across 
schools that introduces children to diversity and 

promotes sustained, classroom-based contact 
between pupils from demographically diverse 
backgrounds.85 

8.3. Key Supporting Evidence
1. Evidence shows that accessing appropriate primary, 

secondary, and higher education can enable 
individuals to improve their employment and 
integration outcomes, as well as having a positive 
impact on mental health and social inclusion. 

2. Schools do not currently receive funding for children 
who arrive after the school year starts, which means 
that children are often made to wait until the 
beginning of the next school year. For example, the 
Commission heard evidence from unaccompanied 
asylum-seeking children (UASC) that many arrived 
in October or November but had to wait until the 
following September to enter the school system. 
This results in an increased disruption to the 
children’s educational journey.

Whilst recognising the vital importance of learning English, refugee 
children should have full access to the curriculum,  including in their 
native language where feasible and appropriate, in order to help 

ensure they can meet their potential.
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3. There is only sparse evidence on access to or quality 
of education, including higher education access and 
access to schools for children, although it has been 
suggested that some asylum-seeking children have 
been excluded from other activities for children.86 

Unlike the living conditions factor, which is mostly 
applicable to those seeking asylum, difficulties with 
education relate mostly to those who have already 
gained their refugee status. 

4. Education provides the tools for new arrivals to 
integrate and hence serves as a measure and a 
means of integration. For example, education allows 
new arrivals to access employment opportunities, 
to make social connections and to understand local 
culture better.87

 
5. Schools and colleges can act as key sites for 

integration, especially for younger children. Data 
from the Neighbourly Lab survey showed that three 
in four parents felt that their school was supportive 
and 69% reported that their children had made 
friends at school. However, while schools are often 
cited as sites of integration for children, the same 
is not found as much among parents, with three in 
four parents reporting that they did not get to know 
other parents well.88 

6. Asylum seekers – especially Unaccompanied 
Asylum-Seeking Children (UASC) – face restrictions 
on entering higher education while awaiting their 
status, limiting their ability to integrate and become 
self-reliant.

7. Delays in school allocation, often due to a lack of 
capacity, can deprive children of education and 
expose them to exploitation or abuse. Dispersal 
can also pose a challenge to schools, whereby 
refugee children are being enrolled in schools in 
rural and deprived areas that may lack funding or 
understanding of the specific needs of children 
and their families. Panellists at the Hereford 
Hearing pointed to the need for effective parent 

partnerships, and the importance of working 
together across home, school, and community 
to help support children entering new education 
environments.

8. Schools also face particular challenges around 
providing education to UASC. Multiple stakeholders 
called for a trauma-informed approach to education 
and safeguarding for vulnerable children. Again, 
lack of funding and adequate staff training can 
serve as a barrier to successful integration of UASC 
within schools. A number of UASC who testified to 
the Commission at the All4One meeting expressed 
frustration regarding the stipulation for them to 
only attend English classes at college. Many of them 
had interests in pursuing studies in other subjects 
such as Engineering, Maths, IT, and Science. UASC 
also need additional support to enter, and stay, in 
education, according to frontline stakeholders.
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The Commission heard evidence from unaccompanied asylum-seeking 
children that many arrived in October or November but had to wait  

until the following September to enter the school system. 



9.1. Rationale
Language learning and language assistance are two 
related but distinct concepts. Language learning 
involves providing refugees with the opportunity 
to learn the language of their host country, which 
can help them integrate into their new community. 
Language assistance, on the other hand, refers to the 
provision of support to refugees who are struggling 
with language barriers. Such assistance can take 
many forms, including interpretation, translation, 
and availability of resources in their native language. 
The goal of language assistance is to help refugees 
overcome language barriers and access the resources 
they need without significant delays. 

The value of language access In the UK was highlighted during the 
Covid-19 pandemic, when accessing accurate information was vital 

for everyone in the community.

Recommendations with Supporting Evidence

Whilst learning English is a gateway skill, access to 
some information in a variety of languages can be vital 
in the early stages post arrival in order that refugees 
and asylum seekers can access services and navigate 
the system. This should complement learning English 
or Welsh. 

The value of language access In the UK was highlighted 
during the Covid-19 pandemic, when accessing 
accurate information was vital for everyone in the 
community. 

9. Recommendation
Provide language access/assistance to all refugees and asylum 
seekers for the initial six-month period after arrival.

© Graham Oakes

Below: Panellists at the Birmingham Local Engagement Hearing.
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9.2. Practicalities
a. Orientation/Welcome should include language 

access (alongside learning English or Welsh) to 
help navigate the early stages of life in the UK. This 
could be provided through the Welcome Hubs, as 
suggested by Recommendation 15.

b. Diaspora groups and NGOs should lead in the 
delivery of language access locally, following 
national guidelines and standards to ensure 
consistency,  exploit economies of scale across the 
UK and allow for the use of existing and emerging 
technologies for translation and interpretation. 

c. Learn from successful international examples 
(such as the iSpeakAtlanta programme).89  

© Graham Oakes
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Left: 3. International Comparisons 
Below: 4. Integration of Refugees in the UK

From Arrival to Integration is based on six pillars of research

9.3. Key Supporting Evidence
1. The Commission has heard evidence on the 

lack of appropriate language assistance for new 
arrivals, especially lack of adequate interpretation 
translation services and information about how to 
navigate everyday scenarios. In the words of one 
participant from the Neighbourly Lab qualitative 
interviews: “I didn’t know how to go and talk to the 
GP, how to fill an application form, how to talk on 
the phone.”90

2. Evidence from other countries has shown that 
“buddy systems” and other forms of informal 
community or volunteer networks can contribute 
to language access and assistance for new 
arrivals. This could be designed and delivered 
locally through the Welcome Hubs outlined in 
Recommendation 15.

 In the words of one participant from the Neighbourly Lab qualitative 
interviews: “I didn’t know how to go and talk to the GP, how to fill an 

application form, how to talk on the phone.”
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10. Recommendation
Ensure that appropriate pathways are in place for refugees and asylum seekers to meet their full 
educational potential by recognising qualifications and providing access to further and higher education.

10.1. Rationale
Underemployment remains a major challenge for 
refugee and asylum-seeking communities in the UK, 
which not only adversely impacts individuals who 
are not able to reach their potential, but also for 
society, overlooking an opportunity to address skills 
shortages.

Qualifications and skills recognition is essential 
both to education and employment for refugees and 
asylum seekers, illustrating the multiple connections 
between recommendations.

10.2. Practicalities
a. Work closely with UK ENIC to improve recognition 

of qualifications for refugees, in order that 
refugees and asylum seekers eligible to work can 
access employment at the right level for their 
qualifications. 

b. Further develop sector-specific programmes in 
shortage sectors, such as healthcare, to enable 
refugees to access jobs in shortage professions 
such as nursing and medicine.

c. Work closely with universities to develop existing 
Sanctuary Scholarship programmes, increasing 
their scale and scope, as well as encouraging access 
opportunities to higher and further education for 
asylum seekers, such as offering home fees for 
asylum seekers who cannot afford international 
fees.

10.3. Key Supporting Evidence
1. The Commission has heard evidence from 

multiple streams showing that many refugees and 
asylum seekers are unaware of the educational 
opportunities available to them. This lack of 
awareness can lead to missed opportunities for 
education, training, and personal development. 
Female refugees and asylum seekers face particular 
issues in accessing education, due to the impact of 
violence, poverty, and a lack of childcare.

2. Longer waiting times on asylum applications 
are associated with a negative effect on long-
term employment outcomes.91 This is because, 
whilst they are waiting for their applications to 
be approved, individuals are unable to become 
financially independent, integrate into the 
community, or develop their communication skills 
through work or socialising.92

3. Respondents at the Local Hearings and Call for 
Evidence testified that refugees and asylum seekers 
may have qualifications or training that are not 
recognised in the UK, and often struggle to translate 
or transfer their documents or certifications. For 
example, in the thematic analysis of stakeholder 
interviews conducted by Neighbourly Lab, one key 
theme was that: “Refugees and asylum seekers 
commonly have to downgrade job skills after 
arrival”. Data from the survey also found that one 
in three respondents is unable to use their existing 
skills in their lives in the UK.

Underemployment remains a 
major challenge for refugee and 
asylum-seeking communities 
in the UK, which not only 

adversely impacts individuals 
who are not able to reach their 
potential, but also for society, 
overlooking an opportunity to 
address skills shortages.

Recommendations with Supporting Evidence
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4. Existing scholarship shows that the quality of 
life and mental health of refugees and asylum 
seekers depends on factors such as the type of 
employment they access, social relations at work, 
and their living conditions.93 For example, refugees 
placed in rural areas in Japan had limited access 
to jobs and found getting to work difficult because 
of limited and unaffordable transport options. 
Conversely, in Denmark refugees placed in an area 
with a strong labour market were more likely to 
access long-term employment, with their annual 
income increasing by USD $900 in 2015 prices.94

 
5. Evidence suggests that the difficulty in transferring 

skills, barriers to employment, and downgrading 
of employment prospects has a significant and 
detrimental effect on individuals’ mental health, 
(as well as a wasted opportunity to tap into the 
talent pool). Respondents to the Neighbourly 
Lab survey reported experiencing a negative 
impact from not being able to use their skills and 
qualifications in day-to-day life.

6. Delays in obtaining biometric cards can prevent 
refugees from enrolling in schools or accessing 
employment. 

7. Existing scholarship highlights the additional 
challenge of job matching. Qualifications obtained 
outside the UK are not easily recognised or 
translated into a UK context, which contributes to 
underemployment and unemployment.

8. Evidence shows that the level and type of 
employment are significant for health. Being in 
low-skilled jobs – especially for well-qualified 
individuals – is associated with a higher likelihood 
of health problems.95 Those who migrated to 
seek asylum, as opposed to those who arrive 
as economic migrants or as students, also have 
worse health outcomes. They are less likely to 
be able to move out of low paid work, which is a 
further stress on their health,96 which in turn limits 
ability to work, reducing overall participation in 
employment, which is a further strain on health.97 

9. Evidence also suggests that the difficulty in 
transferring skills, barriers to employment, and 
downgrading employment prospects have a 
significant and detrimental effect on individuals’ 
mental health (as well as a wasted opportunity 
to tap into the talent pool). Respondents to the 
Neighbourly Lab survey overwhelmingly reported 
experiencing a negative impact from not being 
able to use their skills and qualifications in day-
to-day life, with 78% of asylum seekers and 73% 
of refugees stating that the fact of being unable 
to use their skills means that they are “not able to 
contribute to society.” 
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Existing scholarship highlights 
the additional challenge of 
job matching. Qualifications 
obtained outside the UK are  
not easily recognised or  

translated into a UK context, 
which contributes to 
underemployment  
and unemployment.



11. Recommendation
Make people in the asylum system eligible for general 
employment after six months of waiting for their 
asylum decision. This eligibility should not be limited 
to the jobs on the Shortage Occupation List (SOL).

11.1. Rationale 
Refugees and people in the asylum system (including 
adult dependents of the main applicant) should be 
able to earn their own living as soon as practicable. 
The rules should be as simple and clear as possible so 
that employers can have confidence that they are not 
breaking the law by employing asylum seekers and 
refugees.

The evidence put to the Commission showed that not 
having permission to work while in the asylum system 
is a major barrier to integration:

 › Employment is a major route to integration 
and not being able to secure it causes stigma, 
alienation, the feeling of being a burden to 
society, and increases the risk of poverty  
and inequality. 

 › Having permission to work after six months 
reduces dependency on public funds and 
improves self-reliance, self-esteem and  
mental health. 

 › Economic models show that allowing asylum 
seekers the right to work would significantly 
reduce public expenditure and boost GDP 
through increased tax-revenue and national 
insurance contributions.98  

11.2. Practicalities 
a. The right to work after six months should be 

automatic and not be based on Home Office 
discretion.

b. This timeframe is based on the government’s  
own target for determining asylum claims within 
six months. Allowing people in the asylum system 
to work at six months returns the rights that were 
removed in the 2002 Nationality, Immigration,  
and Asylum Act.

c. Some people in the asylum system will be unable 
to work, for example because of childcare and 
other caring responsibilities or ill-health, and  
will require Government support (as is currently 
the case).

Recommendations with Supporting EvidenceRecommendations with Supporting Evidence

Employment and Entrepreneurship

Principles 
The ability to seek employment and become financially independent is widely seen to be a 
fundamental aspect of integration, with numerous studies pointing to the significance of 
financial security and self-determination for mental health and well-being, as well as being of 
financial benefit to wider society. Conversely, not being able to earn a living can lead to low self-
esteem, feelings of worthlessness, mental health problems, and inhibit integration. It is also 
costly to the public purse. 

Honestly speaking, what makes me even more frustrated is that where I’ve been volunteering for a 
year every now and then there’s an opening for a job. There are plenty of jobs I could do and I’m really happy 
here. I really value the community here, and I feel I’m valued. But I’m really restricted because I am still 
waiting for my leave to remain so I can do all these useful things. There are lots of opportunities. There’s a 
bright future for me here. I’m ready to contribute, to help people, to pay taxes, but I’m not allowed to.  

A man living in Scotland who is seeking asylum and took part in the Glasgow Hearing
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11.3. Key Supporting Evidence
1. In September 2020, the Home Office reported 

that “Economic rights do not act as a pull factor 
for asylum seekers. A review of the relationship 
between Right to Work and numbers of asylum 
applications concluded that no study reported 
a long-term correlation between labour market 
access and destination choice.”99

2. Current UK policy prohibits asylum seekers from 
working in the UK for at least 12 months, after which 
period they are only allowed to work if they are 
able to prove that their asylum claim is outstanding 
“through no fault of their own”100 and are restricted 
to jobs on the Shortage Occupation List (SOL) 
published by the Home Office.101 This policy was 
introduced under the Nationality, Immigration, and 
Asylum Act 2002, which removed the right to work 
after six months in the asylum system.102 

3. The right to work has emerged as one of the 
most important themes across multiple strands 
of evidence gathered by the Commission. 
Stakeholders across sectors expressed support for 
allowing asylum seekers the right to work, (though 
there was some divergence as to the timeframe). 
While a minority of respondents to the Call for 

Evidence and Local Hearings supported immediate 
access to the labour market for asylum seekers, the 
majority supported the right to work after a period 
of three to six months.

4. The Commission heard concerns that the current 
system effectively forces asylum seekers into 
illegal work, and that the government welfare 
provision of £47.39 a week (£6.77 a day) is not 
sufficient to live on. The Commission received 
evidence regarding the difficulties of living on this 
allowance. Concerns were expressed that the rising 
cost of living and extended delays in processing 
asylum claims could push people into illegal or 
unregulated employment areas, where there is 
much potential for exploitation and abuse.

Employment is a major route to integration and not being able to secure it 
causes stigma, alienation, the feeling of being a burden to society,  

and increases the risk of poverty and inequality. 

Above: Panellists at the Glasgow Hearing.



Recommendations with Supporting Evidence

5. A 2022 study published in the Journal of Social 
Policy points to the precarity of employment 
conditions for asylum seekers who seek 
renumeration outside the official labour market. 
They were identified as “being embedded in the 
most insecure employment sectors. Zero hours 
contracts, precarious positions and undocumented 
work were consistent features of the working 
conditions that they were encountering.”103 

6. According to the Economic Analysis conducted 
on behalf of the Commission, waiting for the 
right to work (i.e., before gaining refugee status) 
for one extra year results in a 4% to 5% reduced 
opportunity of finding employment, which is 
equivalent to 16% to 23% reduced opportunity 
of employment compared to the average rate of 
employment.

7. Many participants in the local hearings and those 
who submitted to the Call for Evidence made 
explicit links between access to employment and 
long-term integration outcomes, especially around 
issues of self-determination, self-sufficiency, and 
mental health.

8. Lift the Ban – a coalition of over 200 organisations 
campaigning for the right to work for asylum 
seekers – gave evidence at the Commission’s 
London hearing  in March 2023. They stated that 
71% of the British public support lifting the ban on 
asylum seekers’ working.104 In February 2023, the 
International Rescue Committee published figures 
from a YouGov poll of 2,000 business decision-
makers across industries that 68% of the general 
population supported policy change and thought 
that increasing asylum seekers’ access to work 
would have a positive impact on the economy 
as a whole.105 Business owners and industry 
representatives at the London Local Engagement 
Hearing also testified directly to the Commission 
that they did not support the current embargo on 
the right to work from a business and development 
perspective.

9. When language and employment support are 
provided, refugees have a higher probability of 
finding a job, and a job with a higher salary. This 
in turn increases the contribution through taxes 
and shifts housing costs from Government to 
refugees, and also reduces costs related to welfare 
support. The probability of homelessness and 
rough sleeping decreases and thus there are also 
reductions in costs related to accommodation 
for homeless refugees, costs of crime related to 
homelessness (such as petty theft), and Accident 
& Emergency costs for homeless refugees. By 
providing such support, benefits outweigh costs 
after three years, and by the end of year five 
produce an overall net economic benefit of £1.2 
billion.106

10. A June 2023 report produced by the National 
Institute of Economic and Social Research  
estimated that the annual impact from allowing 
people seeking asylum the immediate right to 
work would reduce government expenditure by 
£6.7 billion, interpreted as a total effect of fiscal 
savings, increased tax-revenues and positive effect 
on output, thus reducing public debt.107 

11. A similar study conducted by the Lift the Ban 
coalition estimated that the annual net benefit to 
the UK economy of allowing asylum seekers the 
right to work as a result of increased contribution 
through taxes after six months would be £356.9 
million annually (if 100% of these individuals were 
employed on the national average wage).108

12. The Commission has heard evidence from both lived 
experience and stakeholder voices testifying to the 
restrictive nature of the Shortage Occupation List 
(SOL). The existence of the list thus “effectively bans 
most asylum seekers from working in the UK.”109

13. According to the New Scots Integration Strategy 
restrictions imposed by the SOL create a form of 
“enforced idleness” which both “restricts their 
opportunities to access labour market” and 
also “creates a negative stigma around refugees 
struggling to enter the labour market.”110 

Business owners and industry representatives at the London Local 
Engagement Hearing also testified directly to the Commission that they did 
not support the current embargo on the right to work from a business and 

development perspective.
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Commissioner Hanna Kienzler visits the clothing  
service at Brushstrokes Community Project.



12. Recommendation
Make people in the asylum system eligible for jobs on the Shortage Occupation List from day one. 
Consideration should be given to a Government-backed finance scheme to assist those granted refugee 
status who wish to set up in business.

12.1. Rationale
The country stands to benefit from filling jobs 
on the Shortage Occupation List (SOL) and from 
entrepreneurship.

The evidence before the Commission demonstrates 
that many people in the asylum system come 
from countries where setting up in business is 
commonplace. Giving consideration to allowing 
them to earn a living in this way would help to reduce 
reliance on public funds and accelerate integration 
processes.

We also heard strong arguments for allowing people 
in the asylum system to become self-employed from 
day one. This is something that we would ask the 
government to contemplate carefully, including 
giving consideration to a Government-backed finance 
scheme to assist asylum seekers who wish to set up 
in business (and to be made aware of the risks of 
investing their own money or taking out loans before 
they acquire refugee status).  
 

12.2. Practicalities
a. Linking the right to work from day one to the 

Shortage Occupation List (SOL) is easy for 
employers and the general public to understand. 

b. Many asylum seekers have skills, such as language 
skills, which they could offer on a self-employed 
basis without detriment to the UK labour market.

c. Consideration should be given to a Government-
backed finance scheme to help those granted 
refugee status or the right to remain in the UK to 
set up in business or register as sole traders.

d. People should be informed of the risks of investing 
their own money or taking out loans before 
they acquire refugee status. They should not be 
encouraged to do so.

e. People should be educated about relevant tax laws 
and obligations.

12.3. Key Supporting Evidence
1. The UK is currently experiencing high levels of job 

vacancies, including in key sectors such as the 
NHS,111 transport services, and retail.112 Recent 
figures published by the ONS show that the 
estimated number of job vacancies in September-
November 2023 was 949,000, a decrease of 45,000, 
down by 4.5% since June to August 2023, but 
still significantly higher than pre-Covid levels of 
803,000 in the same period in 2019. 

2. Refugees and asylum seekers often possess a 
high level of education. Evidence presented to 
the House of Lords on 18 January 2024 identified 
about half of all refugees possessing a qualification 
equivalent to a UK A-level and above, and 38% of 
Syrian refugees with a university degree.113 

 
3. According to the Neighbourly Lab survey, 

one in three respondents were educated to 
undergraduate level and one in four to master’s 
level. The Ukrainian respondents had a higher 
level of education than the other respondents, 
which increased the total number with bachelor’s 
and master’s degrees or equivalent.  However, 
even when looking at non-Ukrainian respondents, 
26% had bachelor’s degrees or equivalent, while 
12% had master’s degrees or equivalent.114

Recommendations with Supporting Evidence

Many asylum seekers have skills, such 
as language skills, which they could 
offer on a self-employed basis without 
detriment to the UK labour market.
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4. Business owners and industry representatives 
who gave evidence to the Commission expressed 
frustration with the current policy and urged the 
government to consider giving asylum seekers 
access to jobs on the SOL immediately after arrival. 
For example,  a representative from the London 
Chamber of Commerce, told Commissioners at the 
London Local Engagement Hearing that: “From 
a business perspective the current embargo [on 
right to work] makes no sense as there is a skills 
crisis in London across many sectors. The policy 
is therefore immoral, illogical and contrary to UK 
PLC. ‘Global Britain’ needs a rethink on this policy.”

5. Talent Beyond Boundaries outlined that across the 
UK, Displaced Talent candidates had combined 
income of £5m and contributed c. £1m in taxes to 
the UK economy. While this scheme demonstrate 
the benefits of bringing skilled workers into the 
UK economy, it is limited to those outside the UK 
(and does not have a similar model for accessing 
the skills and qualifications of refugees and 
asylum seekers already in the UK).115 Data from the 
international comparisons suggest that greater 
employment support and access to the labour 
market can significantly reduce calls on public 
resources, especially around welfare provision and 
accommodation. However, interventions would be 
needed in tandem with coordinated approached 
to English learning, skills and qualifications vetting, 
and health.116 

6. In its annual report published in December 2023, 
the Migration Advisory Committee advised that 
“only a small number of occupations be included 
on the SOL and suggested that the government 
may wish to consider whether the SOL is the 
appropriate mechanism to allow lower-paid 
workers to come to the UK.”117 

7. In September 2020, the Home Office reported 
that: “Very few migrants have any experience 
of a welfare state such as exists in the UK and 
imagine that they will be able to (if not expected 
to) work and support themselves upon arrival.” 

This finding has been corroborated by numerous 
studies, including a meta-review produced by the 
University of Warwick in 2016.118  

8. The Commission also heard how many refugees 
and asylum seekers come from countries with 
strong traditions of entrepreneurship and small 
family businesses, and thus have the potential to 
become employers themselves and to contribute 
more widely to the UK economy if appropriate 
support and employment mechanisms were in 
place.
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From a business perspective the current embargo [on right to work]  
makes no sense as there is a skills crisis in London across many sectors.  
The policy is therefore immoral, illogical and contrary to UK PLC. ‘ 

Global Britain’ needs a rethink on this policy.”



13. Recommendation
Create a programme of employment support for 
all refugees and those asylum seekers who are 
allowed to work.

13.1. Rationale
One of the major challenges faced by asylum seekers 
who have the right to work in the UK is their limited 
knowledge and understanding of the country’s 
labour market. Evidence has shown that specialised 
assistance with finding vacancies or training 
opportunities such as apprenticeships, filling in 
application forms, writing CVs and interview skills can 
overcome these barriers, particularly when developed 
in partnership with employers.

The financial benefits of increased employment 
following access to a support package will outweigh 
the costs to the state within the third year after arrival. 
According to the LSE economic model, the total net 
economic benefit of expediting asylum application 
processing and providing ESOL and employment 
support is in excess of £570 million at the end of the 
third year, and £1.2 billion by the end of year five.119

13.2. Practicalities
a. There should be a programme of employment 

support for all refugees and those in the asylum 
system who are permitted to work. This should 
build on existing group-specific programmes and 
be developed and delivered in partnership with 
employers. 

b. Employment support should be customised and 
personalised where possible. 

c. UK potential employers should be informed of 
refugees’ eligibility for employment and the 
potential offered by their transferable skills.

d. The relevant government department should 
provide a one-stop system whereby employers can 
check asylum seekers and refugees’ eligibility to 
work with ease and confidence, building on and 
improving the existing Share Code model.120 

13.3. Key Supporting Evidence
1. The Commission found that asylum seekers 

who are given the right to work face a number of 
barriers accessing employment. Key issues that 
arose from the local hearings and Call for Evidence, 
and the review of existing literature, included 
difficulties in transferring skills or finding training 
opportunities, lack of English language provision, 
issues of accreditation, and the limitations created 
by the SOL. Many of these barriers also apply to 
volunteering opportunities.

2. Currently, refugees receive limited tailored or 
personal support to find a job. The Commission 
heard evidence regarding the variable outcomes 
of Jobcentre Plus support, whose staff may lack 
adequate training and awareness of specific issues 
facing refugees. A 2021 report by the Centre on 
Migration, Policy, and Society (COMPAS) at the 
University of Oxford highlighted that “bespoke job 
search assistance can improve the labour market 
outcomes of refugees”. They cite data from Sweden 
suggesting that “intensive job market coaching 
can increase the employment rate of refugees by 6 
percentage points.”121

3. Refugees and asylum seekers also testified the lack 
of UK employment experience and unfamiliarity 
with the UK labour market can serve as barriers 
to those who have the right to work. These may 
mean they have gaps in their CVs, are unfamiliar 
with job interview techniques, and are uncertain 
how to search and apply for jobs. The lack of 
digital skills was also identified as a barrier. The 
New Scots Integration Strategy also drew attention 
to how “refugees’ lack of understanding of the 
labour market, pathways to employment and 
their options, including vocational training and 
apprenticeships, can limit their opportunities to 
gain meaningful employment, which makes best 
use of their skills.”122 

Recommendations with Supporting Evidence

Total annual costs and benefits of expediting asylum application processing 
and providing ESOL and employment support*

Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Year 4 Year 5

Costs £2,027,290,175 £1,165,747,387 £445,666,240 £171,701,571 £68,855,805

Benefits £59,499,706 £556,739,641 £1,015,985,001 £1,236,767,493 £1,309,673,287

*All costs and benefits are discounted at 3.5%. The full tables with the 95% confidence intervals are presented in the appendix.
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Evidence has shown that specialised assistance with finding vacancies or 
training opportunities such as apprenticeships, filling in application forms, 
writing CVs and interview skills can overcome these barriers, particularly 

when developed in partnership with employers.

© Paul Chappells

Below: Panellists and Commisisoners at the Glasgow Hearing.



4. The economic model produced by LSE shows 
that when language and employment support 
are provided, refugees have a higher probability 
of finding a job (with a higher salary). This in turn 
increases the contribution through taxes and shifts 
housing costs from Government to refugees, and 
also reduces costs related to welfare support. The 
probability of homelessness and rough sleeping 
also decreases and thus there are also reductions 
in associated costs. According to the economic 
model, benefits outweigh the costs by the third 
year.123 

5. Evidence from other countries shows that access to 
employment can enhance integration outcomes, 
but should not be considered in isolation and 
certain conditions need to be met in order to 
achieve the benefits (both to the individual 
and to society). For example, in Denmark and 
Sweden, which operate a “job-first” policy, early 
employment can “reduce the reliance on public 
funds, such as accommodation or subsistence, 
allowing applicants to cover living expenses and/
or rent”.124

6. Studies show that unrestricted access to the job 
market for asylum seekers without adequate 
support or sensitivity to wider social context does 
not necessarily lead to better long-term integration 
outcomes, especially if early employment is 
prioritised over language, digital skills and social 
inclusion.  A more holistic approach to supporting 
refugees and asylum seekers to access employment 
is required.

7. Employers can play a vital role in supporting 
refugees into employment and to develop in 
their job roles, though this is underdeveloped 
at present. Engagement with refugees and 
asylum seekers can be valuable for business, 
both in harnessing their skills and talents and 
as part of broader commitments to corporate 
social responsibility.125 Research by the UNHCR 
highlights tangible actions that employers can 

take to improve their recruitment processes 
to support refugee communities (and other 
underrepresented groups). These include 
providing work experience placements, buddying 
and mentorship programmes in the workplace, 
and more targeted initiatives such as embedding 
English language provision in the workplace and 
supporting skills recognition of refugees. Many 
employers are already leading by example, such 
as the partnership between IKEA and charity 
Breaking Barriers which has supported 155 
refugees to take customer service-focused English 
language classes and placed 30 refugees into work 
or Waitrose’s partnership with the STEP Ukraine 
training programme, which offers work placements 
to resettled refugees.126

Refugees and asylum seekers also 
testified the lack of UK employment 
experience and unfamiliarity with  
the UK labour market can serve as  
barriers to refugees and asylum 

seekers who have the right to work. 

Recommendations with Supporting Evidence
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8. In September 2023, the Home Office announced 
the launch of its Refugee Employability Programme 
(REP), which is investing £52m over the course 
of the next two years. It provides personalised 
employment and integration support to refugees 
and individuals who arrived on specialised 
programmes for Afghan refugees. Under the scheme, 
“people will receive a personal development plan 
that will be tailored to their ambitions and personal 
circumstances. This will range from skills courses, 
support with CV writing and job applications, work 
experience opportunities, and enhanced English 
language training, including access to formal and 
informal classes, online learning and resources 
and conversational classes.”127 The programme 
will be open to all those granted refugee status 

1

Synthesis of Local Hearings

Report produced by Martin Knapp, Magdalena Walbaum, Preeti Pasricha
Care Policy and Evaluation Centre, London School of Economics and Political Science
for the Commission on the Integration of Refugees, October 2023

The Asylum 
System and 
Refugee 
Integration:  
Economic Analysis 

Call to Evidence

1

Report produced by The Good Faith Partnership 
for the Commission on the Integration of Refugees, November 2022

A Broken System: 
Asylum Reform Initiatives 1997-2022 

or Indefinite Leave to Remain in the UK. Evidence 
gathered by the Commission suggests that such 
a scheme could prove to be successful, but that 
it will need to be delivered in conjunction with 
language and integration support, as well as a more 
comprehensive skills and qualifications audit. 

9. The Commission heard evidence from stakeholders, 
businesses, and lived experience voices regarding 
the ineffectiveness of the current Share Code 
model.128 Business leaders expressed frustration 
and confusion regarding the lack of clear guidance 
on employability, while lived experience voices 
and stakeholders confirmed that the Share Codes 
are often implemented in piecemeal, inconsistent, 
locally-specific, and siloed ways.

Above left: 5. The Asylum System and Refugee Integration: Economic Analysis 
Above right: 6. A Broken System: Asylum Reform Initiatives 1997-2022

From Arrival to Integration is based on six pillars of research



Recommendations with Supporting Evidence

Principles 
Enabling refugees and asylum seekers to feel included and connected to UK society has been 
shown to have a direct impact on integration outcomes. In order to become integrated members 
of British society, refugees and asylum seekers need to feel safe, respected, welcomed, and have 
a sense of belonging and a network of connections to the community in which they reside. Social 
inclusion is a dynamic multi-directional process that includes new arrivals and local people, as 
well as civil society, the media, politicians, and policymakers.

14. Recommendation
Provide a  ‘Welcome to UK’ pack for all refugees and  
asylum seekers upon arrival, learning from and 
building on existing examples.

14.1. Rationale 
Social inclusion is an essential part of the process of 
integration, and we understand integration to be a 
shared responsibility between all stakeholders including 
refugees, asylum seekers, local people and institutions.

Although the UK government does currently provide 
a Welcome Guide for Refugees,129 much of the 
information is out of date, too general, not widely 
disseminated, and not specific to the local context. 
Evidence gathered by the Commission shows that, 
refugees and asylum seekers receive piecemeal and 
incomplete information regarding frontline services, 
local orientation, understanding UK institutions, local 
practices and cultures and other essential information. 

Providing such information in a timely and appropriate 
manner will improve individuals’ ability to access 
services and prevent them falling through the cracks. 
Locally-produced, specific, detailed, and up-to-date 
Welcome Packs contribute to the Commission’s 
overall aim to empower local integration partnerships, 
communities, and civil society to work together 
with refugees and asylum seekers in a coherent 
and mutually accountable way in order to facilitate 
integration pathways. 

14.2. Practicalities
The ‘Welcome to UK’ pack should be offered on  
arrival or made available at the earliest opportunity. 
It will include:                                                              
a. A guide to the life and cultures in the UK, the 

asylum process, and information on basic law 
and order, geographical information and a map  
of the UK.

b. Details of relevant statutory agencies.  
c. Details of local services, such as lists of GPs, dentists, 

supermarkets and other shops, libraries, as well as 
details regarding bin collections, and availability 
and location of Welcome Hubs, English language 
classes, and other frontline services.

d. An explanation of the role of civil society, as well as 
existing voluntary groups by and for refugees and 
asylum seekers.

e. Information packs available in multiple 
languages, online and in print, updated regularly, 
mobile friendly and interactive, (as seen at  
welcomebradford.org)

f. Emergency contact numbers: police, fire service, 
ambulance service, and organisations such as 
Samaritans and Women’s Aid.  

g. Information on the asylum system, and how to 
access legal advice and assistance.

h. Information on accommodation.

Social Inclusion
 

It began by leaving food outside our door. During Ramadan I shared some food and sweets outside my 
door and then two of my neighbours began to leave food outside their door as well. One was Muslim and one 
was not. And then we all started talking and became friends. It was six years ago and we’re still in touch and 
they’re always telling me to come back and visit. 

A refugee woman living in a northern city who took part in the Neighbourly Lab qualitative interviews
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14.3. Key Supporting Evidence 
1. Evidence to the Commission from wide-ranging 

stakeholders indicate that the first six months post-
arrival are critical for refugees and asylum seekers 
in terms of building social connections and gaining 
access to services. For example, data from the 
Neighbourly Lab survey point to a lack of positive 
correlation between time since arrival and feeling 
part of UK society, with the first six months being 
the key window for shaping positive integration 
experiences.

2. Having access to up-to-date, locally-tailored 
information would help mitigate the disruption 
in refugees’ lives, and facilitate the forging of 
networks locally.

3. Evidence from across the evidence streams, 
especially from lived experience voices, pointed 
to the lack of consistent, readily available, and 
up-to-date information for refugees and asylum 
seekers that would enable them to integrate 
locally. For example, respondents at the Belfast 
Local Engagement Hearing spoke about confusion 
regarding refuge and recycling timetables, as well 
as the fact that many newcomers were unfamiliar 
with the sectarian history of Northern Ireland and 
struggled to negotiate the political geography of 
cities such as Belfast and Derry/Londonderry.

4. Respondents to the Call for Evidence also 
highlighted the lack of information about health 
and mental healthcare services available to 
refugees and asylum seekers. This included a lack 
of clarity about the range of healthcare and NHS 
services available depending on status, costs and 
fees and lack of provisioning around processes 
such as how to register with a GP and appropriate 
access to A&E. Such information could be included 
within the Welcome Pack.

5. Evidence from the Glasgow local hearing suggests 
that information sharing mostly falls to civil society, 
and that in the absence of official information 
refugees and asylum seekers often rely on word-
of-mouth information.

6. Providing accessible, up-to-date information 
is also crucial in enabling refugees and asylum 
seekers to familiarise themselves with the asylum 
system. The Commission heard across multiple 
evidence streams about the lack of accessible 
information and legal assistance for new arrivals, 
which was seen to compound the difficulties they 
faced. Many individuals reported arriving without 
a clear understanding of how to claim asylum, 
leading to confusion and potential mistakes in 
their application process. Legal aid for these cases 
was described to the Commission as “inconsistent 
and insufficient”, resulting in poorly-handled 
claims and the need for further submissions. 
Numerous respondents suggested that such lack 
of clear information is a major reason for the high 
level of successful appeals to negative asylum 
decisions. Lack of effective and clear information 
about the asylum process created  “inefficiency” 
and “inconsistency” within the system itself, 
and exacerbates issues around the backlog and 
waiting times, as well as undermining integration 
processes.

7. Evidence on social inclusion predominantly 
focuses on how refugees can facilitate their 
integration, more than how other stakeholders 
can take action to include refugees. Indeed, it has 
been noted that some refugees feel responsible 
for their integration, with little responsibility 
shared with other stakeholders,130 even though 
integration is a multidirectional process.131  

 

Respondents at the Belfast Local Engagement Hearing spoke about 
confusion regarding refuge and recycling timetables, as well as 
the fact that many newcomers were unfamiliar with the sectarian 
history of Northern Ireland and struggled to negotiate the political 

geography of cities such as Belfast and Derry/Londonderry.



15.2. Practicalities
Local integration partnerships will have the power to 
decide where these Welcome Hubs should be located, 
which could be in community buildings, libraries, 
Family Hubs, council buildings, or other suitable 
locations. Welcome Hubs will:

a. Bring together and learn from existing good 
practice among volunteer and local community 
networks, as well as faith communities, in 
order to offer a tailored and locally-resourced 
solution to integration. Examples include a 
“buddy” or “mentor” system, community groups, 
information about frontline services, volunteering 
opportunities, tailored employment and education 
advice, English language classes and assistance.

b. Provide a safe and welcoming community space for 
refugees and asylum seekers. Welcome Hubs add 
local, volunteer-led capacity to existing centralised 
provision. They do so through providing spaces of 
community and connection, built around social 
activities. 

c. Assist and empower refugees and asylum seekers 
to become independent and integrated into their 
local and wider communities, and support all 
newcomers, no matter their immigration status. 

d. Provide a mechanism for statutory bodies to be 
proactive in engaging the support of private, faith, 
and civil society sectors. 

15.3. Key Supporting Evidence
1. The quality of social connections possessed 

by refugees and asylum seekers has a direct 
impact on their integration outcomes. Yet two-
thirds of respondents to the Neighbourly Lab 
survey reported having fewer than three friendly 
conversations a week. Lack of such engagement 
is linked to social isolation, loneliness, and poor 
mental health outcomes. Despite this, 65% of 
the survey respondents reported feeling part of 
British society, at least sometimes. Interactions 
with neighbours and other refugees and asylum 
seekers and interactions within community 
spaces provide the most common opportunities 
for social connection among the survey cohort. 
Physical proximity and mutual understanding and 
engagement emerge as two key factors in fostering 
positive social connections, often facilitated by 
civil society or faith-based organisations.133

15. Recommendation
Establish more Welcome Hubs, bringing together 
the local community, local government, and civil 
society.

15.1. Rationale
Welcome Hubs are informal spaces that are locally 
initiated by host communities to provide a wrap-
around community response to the needs of people 
who are new to the area. They may take the form of 
a drop-in centre giving advice on local authorities, 
language provision, providing tea and coffee, or even 
creative activities. Welcome Hubs are community-
led and seek to provide and friendly and welcoming 
environment for all new arrivals to the area, including 
refugees and asylum seekers.

Welcome Hubs can provide a place for local integration 
partnerships – including civil society, volunteer 
networks, faith groups, and local government – to 
mobilise frontline services for new arrivals. Services 
offered can include providing appropriate English 
language lessons and assistance, health and mental 
healthcare, employment and skills opportunities, 
and connecting to local people, including existing 
diaspora communities, to establish buddying and 
mentoring relationships. 

A shift towards Welcome Hubs forms part of the 
emphasis on empowering local communities and 
devolved authorities to take ownership of and support 
the new arrivals in their areas (see recommendation 
1). Pilot schemes by the Good Faith Partnership have 
shown the positive impact of such Hubs.132 

Welcome Hubs would create services open to all 
asylum seekers and refugees, and local people, 
therefore strengthening the local community for the 
benefit of all.

Recommendations with Supporting Evidence

Welcome Hubs are informal 
spaces that are locally initiated 
by host communities to provide 
a wrap-around community 

response to the needs of people 
who are new to the area. 
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2. Evidence gathered by the Commission indicates 
that refugees and asylum seekers are more likely 
to make friends with other refugees and asylum 
seekers than with people from the UK. Of the 
survey respondents, nine in ten had made at least 
a few friends who are also refugees and asylum 
seekers living in the UK.

3. Stakeholders and lived experience voices at the 
Newcastle, London, Birmingham, and Cardiff local 
hearings referenced the importance of pre-existing 
community networks, especially in areas where 
there may be significant numbers of individuals 
who are settled from the same country of origin. 
In such cases, engagement in community spaces, 
places of worship, and informal community 
networks are often key in helping to support new 
arrivals and deliver services.134 

4. Respondents to the Call for Evidence and local 
hearings also referenced the importance of peer-
to-peer networks in promoting cultural orientation 
and cultivating social bonds. An example of how 
such networks could be mobilised comes from 
Sweden, where previously resettled refugees are 
employed in the Ljusdal Municipality to support 
new arrivals to navigate issues such as housing and 
general cultural orientation. These ‘housing hosts’ 
are also equipped to answer questions about the 
locality and how services work. An evaluation of a 
similar “buddy” scheme in Flanders, Belgium, in 
which volunteers were partnered with a refugee 
to offer administrative, emotional, and social 
support, concluded that “buddy relationships 
are one among the different levels in which 
refugee-integration-opportunity structures can be 
identified.”135

5. The Commission identified much evidence 
pointing to the significance of civil society 
organisations and networks in supporting refugee 
integration in the UK. However, while there 
was widespread appreciation of their role in 
welcoming and supporting refugees, it was also 
widely acknowledged across all evidence streams 
that these services are often patchy, underfunded, 
uncoordinated, piecemeal, and reliant on 
volunteers and their goodwill.

6. Social isolation emerged as an issue through 
all evidence streams, with refugees and asylum 
seekers reporting feelings of loneliness, isolation, 
and “stuckness”. Volunteering was often cited as 
a key facilitator to alleviating such isolation and 
enabling people to have opportunities to engage 
with wider society.

7. A recent pilot study testing the scalability and 
effectiveness of Welcome Hubs in Bristol, Sheffield, 
and South Gloucestershire conducted by the Good 
Faith Partnership and Social Finance suggests that 
the Welcome Hub model “supports grassroots 
initiatives to be more effective through a wider 
coordinated structure”, while also being attuned 
to local contexts: “Welcome Hubs contribute to 
the wider infrastructure supporting integration, by 
helping people who are seeking sanctuary to be 
better connected to their local community, each 
other, and to relevant services.”136 

8. Small-scale and grassroots schemes to improve 
access to transport, such as the Northern Ireland 
initiative to pilot free public transport for asylum 
seekers for the first six months (from 1 Nov 2023), 
or charity-run schemes to provide bicycles to 
asylum seekers and refugees, have had some 
limited success. 

 

Respondents to the Call for 
Evidence and local hearings 

also referenced the importance 
of peer-to-peer networks in 

promoting cultural orientation 
and cultivating social bonds. 
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A structural support programme 
should be developed and 

implemented to enable refugee 
and asylum seeker healthcare 
professionals (e.g., doctors, 

nurses, support workers) to utilise 
their skills and expertise in the UK. 

 

Recommendations with Supporting Evidence

Health and Mental Health
 

16. Recommendation
Carry out Joint Strategic Needs Assessments 
(through collaboration between the NHS 
executive and civil society (including charities, 
faith groups, and diaspora organisations) to 
increase understanding of the composition 
and needs of local refugees and asylum 
seekers. Findings should inform the planning, 
development, and offering of relevant, inclusive, 
and responsive care systems that improve health 
and address health inequalities.  

16.1. Rationale 
In line with the World Health Organisation (WHO) 
Constitution, the UK is legally obliged to ensure access 
to timely, acceptable and affordable healthcare 
of appropriate quality and to address the social 
determinants of health138 for all (OHCHR, 2008).139 
Health and social policies have to prioritise those most 
marginalised in society without discrimination on the 
grounds of race, age, ethnicity, or any other status 
(WHO, 2017)140 Failing to do so will lead to worsening 
health problems which can culminate in complications 
that are complex and costly to treat in the long term. 
Action, therefore, needs to be taken across all levels of 
society, not only to reduce inequalities in health but 
also to improve the health of the whole population.141 

The financial benefits of providing specialised mental 
health support (along with other measures such as 
expedited asylum processing, English language, and 
employment support) will outweigh the costs to the 
state by the third year.142

Principles 
Health, mental health, and wellbeing are vital to everyone but are especially key to 
integration since good health supports participation in employment and engagement in 
wider society. Successful integration in turn supports improved health, mental health, 
and wellbeing. Health and mental health are, therefore, indicators of positive integration 
outcomes, as well as being means to support such integration.137

Once I received my leave to remain I had to leave my hotel but could not find any accommodation. 
The council told me because I did not have children and I wasn’t pregnant I was not a priority. So I became 
homeless and that really affected my mental health. As a person who is normally at home by 9 or 10pm every 
evening I had to adjust to being homeless. And the council can’t really do anything. My mental health in the 
UK has been affected even worse than what I was running away from originally out of fear. 

A refugee man who took part in the Neighbourly Lab qualitative interviews
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© Paul Chappells

16.2. Practicalities
Health and mental health support must cater to the 
specific needs of diverse refugees and asylum seekers 
by being accessible, acceptable, person-centred, 
and preventive and delivered by a strong healthcare 
workforce. It must be delivered according to the 
following principles:
 
a. Access: Refugees and asylum seekers should 

receive support to access and benefit from existing 
health and mental health services on an equal 
basis with others. This includes:  

• Training for all frontline staff to ensure 
familiarity with rights of refugees and asylum 
seekers and non-discrimination on the 
grounds of race, age, gender, ethnicity or any 
other factor; 

• Accessibility and, where necessary, funding for 
public transport to reach health and mental 
health clinics; 

• Affordability of specialist as well as primary 
and emergency care; 

• Access to information (e.g., provision of print 
and audio health system navigation packs 
upon arrival, health system navigation courses 
in local communities, and health system 
navigation buddies) available in relevant 
languages (see recommendation 14).

b. Acceptability: Health and mental health care 
should be acceptable to and appropriate for all 
refugees and asylum seekers. This includes: 

• respect for the principles of medical ethics 
(i.e., respect for autonomy, beneficence, non-
maleficence, and justice); 

• cultural awareness – with training and 
performance monitoring for staff and 
volunteers; 

• employment of sufficient translators and 
cultural mediators to ensure timely and 
quality health, and particularly mental health, 
care; 

• sensitivity to age and gender. 

c. Person-centred: Health and mental health care 
should be person-centred with specific sensitivities 
to groups with intersecting needs (e.g., women, 
LGBTQI+ groups, minors, victims of torture, etc.). 
This includes: 

• Ensuring that refugees’ and asylum seekers’ 
preferences, needs, and values guide clinical 
decisions; 

• Provision of care that is respectful of and 
responsive to individual preferences, needs, 
and values; 

• Trauma-informed practice with appropriate 
training and performance monitoring for staff 
and volunteers to enable them to identify and 
respond appropriately to trauma, torture, and 
trafficking.

Above: Commissioners Hanna Kienzler and Bishop Guli Francis-Dehqani gardening with clients at Maryhill Integration Project.



d. Prevention: Health and mental health care should 
be prevention-focussed and address the Social 
Determinants of Health (e.g., social inclusion 
and non-discrimination, housing, food security, 
education, working life conditions, income and 
social protection) through social prescribing 
delivered in close collaboration with civil society 
organisations and with a focus on making and 
monitoring progress toward the Sustainable 
Development Goals.143

Recommendations with Supporting Evidence

e. Strengthening the health care workforce:
 A structural support programme should be 

developed and implemented to enable refugee 
and asylum seeker healthcare professionals 
(e.g., doctors, nurses, support workers) to 
utilise their skills and expertise in the UK (see 
recommendation 10). They should be supported 
to enter local clinical practice, and maintain 
and develop their skills and receive suitable 
additional training and sponsorship to re-qualify 
where needed on a no-cost basis. 

Below: Panellists at the London Hearing.

© Patrick Unsby
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16.3. Key Supporting Evidence
1. A closer collaboration between the NHS and 

relevant civil society organisations will be beneficial 
to the health of diverse refugees and asylum 
seekers. Civil society organisations have been 
shown to have close connections with the target 
population that the public sector wants to reach. 
They have a good understanding of the needs of 
potential service users and communities. They can 
therefore deliver outcomes that the public sector 
finds difficult to deliver on, and are often more 

innovative when it comes to developing solutions 
(National Audit Office).144 However, evidence from 
the Commission also highlights that collaboration 
between the NHS and civil society needs to be 
improved. 

2. The LSE economic model shows that when adding 
specialised mental health support, there is a net 
reduction in the costs of mental health services, 
reducing overall costs and providing a net benefit 
of £1.3 billion by the end of year five.145

3. Instead of developing new structures and services, 
the recommendation builds on existing initiatives 
that are aimed at improving health and addressing 
health inequalities in the wider society. These 
include: 

a. The Department of Health’s commissioned 
Joint Strategic Needs Assessment (JSNA) 
toolkit. This proposes a process by which local 
authorities and Clinical Commissioning Groups 
assess the current and future health, care, and 
wellbeing needs of the local community to 
inform local decision-making.146

b. The NHS Inclusion Health framework supports 
the planning, development and improvement 
of health services to meet the needs of 
people in inclusion health groups. Inclusion 
health groups refer to people who are socially 
excluded and typically experience multiple 
interacting risk factors for poor health, such 
as stigma, discrimination, poverty, violence, 
and complex trauma (vulnerable migrants and 
refugees are explicitly mentioned).147

c. The mandatory NHS England “Patient and 
carer race equality framework” (PCREF) which 
aims to counter discrimination in healthcare 
by supporting trusts and providers to become 
“actively anti-racist organisations by ensuring 
that they are responsible for co-producing and 
implementing concrete actions to reduce racial 
inequalities within their services”.148  

4. Evidence collected by the Commission highlights 
the importance of providing training to frontline 
staff and health professionals. Such training will 
help them to ensure refugees and asylum seekers 
have access to timely and appropriate healthcare; 
access to proficient interpreters to ensure medical 
encounters are meaningful; ensuring health 
providers receive training in cultural competence 
and cultural awareness to better understand how 
cultural and religious backgrounds affect health 
seeking and provision of healthcare.149 

5. The Commission has also found that refugees and 
asylum seekers often lack the financial means 
to pay for public transport or other means of 
transportation to reach health services. This is 
particularly challenging for those placed outside 
urban centres. 

Evidence collected by the Commission highlights the importance of providing 
training to frontline staff and health professionals. Such training will help them 
to ensure refugees and asylum seekers have access to timely and appropriate 
healthcare; access to proficient interpreters to ensure medical encounters are 
meaningful; ensuring health providers receive training in cultural competence 

and cultural awareness to better understand how cultural and religious 
backgrounds affect health seeking and provision of healthcare. 



6. Following a rights-based approach requires 
meaningful participation of service users and 
their families, civil society, and other national 
stakeholders in the assessment, analysis, planning, 
implementation, and monitoring and evaluation of 
health and mental health care.150 

7. The Commission heard evidence from multiple 
streams regarding barriers to healthcare access. 
Language barriers were highlighted as a) hindering 
access to healthcare services, and b) increasing 
social isolation, (thereby exacerbating mental 
health difficulties). Evidence also shows a lack 
of access to proficient interpreters. For example, 
in the Newcastle Local Hearing, physicians and 
healthcare workers highlighted a lack of quality 
amongst interpreters coming from private 
companies. 

8. Evidence offered at Local Hearings, public sector 
and third sector actors and doctors  highlighted 
cultural barriers to accessing healthcare services, 
such as not understanding how the NHS works, 
a hesitancy to seek professional healthcare, or 
lack of access to past medical records. Notably, 
in those same hearings, refugees and asylum 
seekers (more than other respondents) pointed 
out these barriers operated in both directions: a 
lack of understanding of individuals’ cultural and 
religious backgrounds limited effective healthcare 
service provision. Evidence from the Good Faith 
Partnership submitted to the Commission at the 
local hearing in Newcastle indicates that GPs 
are not aware that individuals do not need to be 
ordinarily resident in the UK to register, which 
presents a further barrier to healthcare access. 
In a 2023 report, Doctors of the World highlighted 
issues around barriers to healthcare access across 
the UK, most notably for people with insecure 
immigration status.151 

9. Civil society actors and refugees and asylum 
seekers at the Local Hearings and Call for Evidence 
testified to the gaps in access to healthcare 
services outside of urban areas, particularly for 
refugees and asylum seekers facing language 
barriers. Some third sector workers suggested this 
may lead to increased rates of migration to larger 
cities. For instance, refugees at the Cardiff Local 
Hearing reported that a lack of local healthcare 
and support services for LGBTQIA+ asylum seekers 
and refugees has led some to move to larger cities 
where more resources may be available. 

10. Responses to the Call for Evidence also reported 
that lack of cultural understanding amongst 
some healthcare staff presents a further barrier 
to access. For example, the New Scots Integration 
Strategy indicates that facing discrimination 
and discriminatory attitudes negatively impacts 
mental wellbeing for refugees and asylum seekers 
accessing healthcare services.152 Evidence from 
the International Comparisons report suggests 
that some of these challenges may be mitigated by 
improving providers’ awareness of linguistic and 
cultural capacities, inclusive services, interpreter 
availability through establishing websites or 
dedicated services, and offering trainings to 
providers.153 

Recommendations with Supporting Evidence
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11. Relocation and dispersal within the asylum system 
pose challenges to accessing healthcare services 
(see recommendation 6). The Commission 
heard evidence from multiple sources that being 
relocated means that families may lose access 
to services or face repeated challenges to access 
services in their new locations. This was cited as 
an issue for accessing even basic services, such 
as registration with a GP (or even repeatedly re-
registering in order to access health services after 
being relocated to new accommodation). Doctors 
and healthcare workers in Newcastle especially 
noted that the NHS is unable to effectively assess 
individuals who are often relocated to different 
areas. 

12. A lack of communication and coordination 
across the Home Office, various third and public 
sector actors, healthcare providers, and others 
supporting refugee and asylum seeker access 
to healthcare frequently leads to gaps in access 
and ineffective coverage. For instance, physicians 
and other care providers are not informed that 
patients are moving, leading to a lag in connecting 
individuals with local healthcare services. This 
leads to lapses in patient care and exacerbates 
existing barriers to accessing health provisions.

Physicians and other care providers are not informed that patients are 
moving, leading to a lag in connecting individuals with local healthcare 
services. This leads to lapses in patient care and exacerbates existing 

barriers to accessing health provisions.

Below: Commissioners, clients, and staff meeting at Maryhill Integration Project.

© Paul Chappells



The Commission on the Integration of Refugees remains committed to creating an effective, fair, and 
humane asylum system in the UK for the benefit of all. We have undertaken the most thorough review of 
the asylum system in a generation, including gathering a vast amount of evidence on the current state 
of integration in the UK. The recommendations set out in this report are evidence-based, economically 
costed, and practical. If implemented, they would bring significant longer-term social and economic 
benefits to the whole country.

Under the leadership of Dr Ed Kessler and the Woolf Institute, the Commission will continue to strive 
to see our recommendations brought to fruition in the coming months and years, through imaginative 
thinking and with a focus on medium and long-term solutions in the following spheres:

Asylum Processing 
Ensuring that refugee and asylum applications are processed more efficiently and 
sensitively, in a setting in which integration with the host community is an imperative.

Policy 
Assess and review changes of policy by the government and all political parties, to  
ensure the implementation of the detailed recommendations of this report set out in 
the Executive Summary.

Public Spending 
Ensuring that value for public money, demonstrated in the report, is reflected  in the 
delivery of the new policies.
 

International Cooperation 
The Commission is committed to seeking greater international cooperation in 
refugee management, to ensure that responsibility is shared by countries faced 
with the current level of mobility of populations. The UK has an opportunity to show 
itself as a global leader in this respect.

Public Discourse 
De-toxifying the political discussion of refugee issues so that they are resolved by 
reviewing the evidence and through merits-based decision making.

Next Steps

Next Steps
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© Graham Oakes

Women taking part in a craft activity at 
Brushstrokes Community Project.



Biographies of 
Commissioners

Biographies of Commissioners

Trixie Brenninkmeijer (Steering Group) was until 
recently the Chair of the Board of trustees of the 
Arise Foundation, an anti-slavery and anti-human 
trafficking organisation, and former Vice Chair of the 
Board of Trustees at the Woolf Institute. Trixie has been 
involved in many charities, including Driving for Meals 
on Wheels. She was chair of her parish council; board 
member of the Helen Bamber Foundation supporting 
AMREF; and lately, has been involved in combatting 
human trafficking, especially through promoting the 
long-term care of trafficked women and girls from the 
sex industry.

Jacqueline Broadhead is the Co-Director of the 
Centre on Migration, Policy and Society (COMPAS) 
at the University of Oxford. Established in 2003, 
COMPAS is a multi-disciplinary migration research 
centre with a broad portfolio of research, knowledge 
exchange, and teaching across the full spectrum of 
migration studies. Jacqui’s own work focuses on 
local government and integration, including leading 
“Inclusive Cities” – a network of 12 UK cities focused 
on improving integration outcomes. Jacqui previously 
worked in local government – leading one of the first 
programmes to accept refugees through the Syrian 
VPRS Scheme in 2015. She is a trustee of Justice 
Together Initiative, aiming to improve access to 
immigration advice. 

Lord Alex Carlile CBE KC is a former MP and a Cross 
Bench member of the House of Lords. He is a founding 
director of SC Strategy Ltd, a strategy and public 
policy consultancy. From 2001 to 2011 he was the UK 
Independent Reviewer of Terrorism Legislation. He is 
an expert on terrorism and extremism issues. He is a 
Fellow of King’s College London, and holds Honorary 
Doctorates from several universities. He is President 
of the Royal Medical Foundation of Epsom College. He 
was a co-founder of the Welsh charity Rekindle and 
chairman of Design for Homes. He speaks regularly in 
the House of Lords on a wide range of issues, including 
migration and asylum.

Bishop Dr Guli Francis-Dehqani is the Bishop of 
Chelmsford and the Church of England’s lead Bishop 
for Housing. She previously served as the first Bishop 
of Loughborough in the Diocese of Leicester from 2017 
to 2021. Guli arrived in this country as a refugee from 
Iran, aged 14. She was educated at Nottingham and 
Bristol Universities, training for ministry at The South 
East Institute for Theological Education. Ordained 
priest in 1999, Guli served her title in the Diocese of 
Southwark. She has a doctorate in theology on cross 
cultural mission and is a contributor on Radio Four’s 
Thought for the Day.

Carolyn Downs was Chief Executive of the London 
Borough of Brent, from 2015 to 2023. Prior to this, 
Carolyn was Chief Executive at the Local Government 
Association and had also previously served as Chief 
Executive of the Legal Services Commission, Deputy 
Permanent Secretary and Director General at the 
Ministry of Justice, and Chief Executive of Shropshire 
County Council. She lead on both Asylum and Refugees 
and Crime and Policing for London Chief Executives. 
She is now an NHS Non-Executive, a member of the 
London Policing Board, and an advisor to the States of 
Jersey Health and Community Services Board. 

David Goodhart is a journalist, author and think 
tanker. He is currently head of the demography unit at 
the Policy Exchange think tank. He is the founder and 
former editor of Prospect magazine and the former 
Director of the centre-left think tank Demos. His 2013 
book The British Dream: Successes and Failures of Post-
War Immigration was runner up for the Orwell book 
prize. In his book published in 2017 (a Sunday Times 
bestseller) The Road to Somewhere: The New Tribes 
Shaping British Politics, David identified the value 
divisions in British society that help to explain the 
Brexit vote and the rise of populism. His latest book, 
Head, Hand, Heart: The Struggle for Dignity and Status 
in the 21st Century, argues that many of the modern 
world’s troubles arise from allocating too much 
reward and status to just one form of human aptitude: 
cognitive ability. 

The Commissioners of the Commission on the Integration of Refugees are:
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Baroness Brenda Hale retired as President of the 
Supreme Court of the United Kingdom in January 2020, 
after a varied career as an academic, law reformer 
and judge (where she heard many cases involving 
refugees and asylum seekers). She now devotes her 
time to writing, speaking and good causes. She is a 
member of the House of Lords, holds a number of 
visiting and honorary academic appointments and is 
a Trustee of the Woolf Institute.

Kevin Hyland was a police office for 30 years and 
leader of London’s Human Trafficking Unit. In 2014, he 
was appointed the UK’s first Independent Anti-Slavery 
Commissioner. In 2018, he was elected Ireland’s 
representative to the Council of Europe Independent 
Group of Experts for Trafficking. He was instrumental 
in establishing and remains chief advisor to the Santa 
Marta Group, a high-level partnership between law 
enforcement agencies, faith groups, and civil society 
launched by Pope Francis at the Vatican.

Ben Jackson (Steering Group only) is Director of 
the Asylum Reform Initiative, the team which also 
supports the Together With Refugees coalition. He 
has been CEO of the international development 
network Bond, UK Director of Crisis Action, Director 
of Campaigns for Shelter, Director of Action for 
Southern Africa (the successor to the Anti-Apartheid 
Movement) and has worked at the Home Office. With 
Harriet Lamb, he is the author of From Anger to Action: 
Inside the Global Movements for Social Justice, Peace 
and a Sustainable Planet (Rowman & Littlefield, 2021). 

Dame Diana Johnson DBE MP was elected as the 
Labour Member of Parliament for Kingston Upon Hull 
North and the city’s first female MP in 2005.  Diana 
became Chair of the Home Affairs Select Committee 
in December 2021 and, due to this position, is also 
a member of the Liaison Committee and the Joint 
Committee on National Security Strategy. Diana was 
named Backbencher of the Year in 2018 for her work 
to secure a Public Inquiry into the NHS contaminated 
blood scandal. In the 2020 New Year’s Honours, 
Diana was appointed as a Dame Commander for her 
charitable and political work

Professor Cornelius Katona (Steering Group Chair) 
is Honorary Medical and Research Director of the 
Helen Bamber Foundation, a human rights charity 
working with asylum seekers and refugees. He is also 
a Professor in the Division of Psychiatry at University 
College London. He is the Royal College of Psychiatrists’ 
lead on Refugee and Asylum Mental Health and 
was a member of the Committee that updated NICE 
guidelines on PTSD. He has published more than 300 
papers and written/edited 16 books. In 2019, he was 
awarded the Royal College of Psychiatrists’ Honorary 
Fellowship, the College’s highest honour.

Dr Ed Kessler (Commission Chair) is Founder 
President of the Woolf Institute, Fellow of St Edmund’s 
College, Cambridge, and a leading thinker in  
interfaith relations, primarily Jewish-Christian-
Muslim Relations. He founded the Woolf Institute in 
1998 and has written 12 books and dozens of articles 
on interfaith relations. Ed was described by The Times 
Higher Education Supplement as “probably the most 
prolific interfaith figure in British academia” and was 
awarded an MBE for services to interfaith relations in 
2011. He regularly appears in the media commenting 
on religion and belief issues of the day.

Professor Hanna Kienzler (Steering Group) is 
Professor of Global Health in the Department of Global 
Health and Social Medicine and Co-Director of the 
ESRC Centre for Society and Mental Health at King’s 
College London. As an anthropologist, she investigates 
how systemic violence, ethnic conflict, and complex 
emergencies intersect with health and mental health 
outcomes in the occupied Palestinian territories, 
Kosovo, and, among refugees in the UK. She conducts 
research on the mental health impacts of war and 
trauma on survivors; on what it means for persons 
with severe mental illness to live and participate in 
their respective communities; and on humanitarian 
and mental health interventions in fragile states. 
She is also co-founder of the Refugee Mental Health & 
Place network. Methodologically, her work combines 
ethnography with a range of other qualitative methods, 
participatory action approaches, and arts-based 
techniques. 

Biographies of 
Commissioners
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Janice Lopatkin is UK Programme Director of World 
Jewish Relief. She established he refugee Specialist 
Training and Employment Programme in 2016, 
which now provides refugee employment support 
across England and she is the chair of Trustees of the 
Refugee Employment Network ( REN), which aims to 
strengthen employment support services for refugees 
in the UK.

Jehangir Malik is Director of Policy and Engagement 
at Mercy Mission UK. Previously, he held leadership 
positions at Muslim Aid, Islamic Relief UK, and at VCSEP 
within British Red Cross. He has held various civil 
society leadership roles in faith-based organisations 
leading on public policy, engagement, strategy and 
governance, humanitarian response strategies, 
equality, diversity, and inclusion and worked with 
minority communities in supporting funding and 
social Impact. Jehangir has served as a trustee on 
various boards including National Emergency Trust, 
Chair of Equality Steering Group, Association of Chief 
Executives for Voluntary Organisations, Runneymede 
Trust, The Feast and Muslim Charities Forum. 

Bishop Paul McAleenan was ordained Auxiliary 
Bishop of Westminster and Titular Bishop of Mercia 
in 2016. He has particular pastoral responsibility for 
Hertfordshire. Bishop Paul is Chair of the Caritas 
Board in the diocese and has oversight of all matters 
concerning Ethnic Chaplaincies, Hospital and 
Prison Chaplaincies, and the work of the Permanent 
Diaconate. In the Bishops’ Conference of England and 
Wales, Bishop McAleenan is Lead Bishop for Migrants 
and Refugees and Racial Justice issues.

Rabbi Baroness Julia Neuberger is a cross bench  
Peer, Chair of University College Hospital NHS 
Foundation Trust, and Chair of The Whittington Hospital 
NHS Trust. She is a Trustee of the Rayne Foundation, 
Chair of Independent Age, and is a Commissioner on 
the UK Commission on Bereavement. She was Senior 
Rabbi of West London Synagogue from 2011 until 
March 2020, where she is now Rabbi Emerita. Baroness 
Neuberger is also Chair of Walter and Liesel Schwab 
Charitable Trust set up in memory of her parents, to 
help refugees and asylum seekers access education. 

Professor Jenny Phillimore FAcSS is Professor of 
Migration and Superdiversity and a leading scholar 
in refugee integration, sexual and gender based 
violence (SGBV), and forced migration, superdiversity, 
and access to social welfare. Jenny is also an expert 
on Community Sponsorship. She manages teams 
of researchers focusing on refugees’ access to SGBV, 
health, education, employment, training, and housing, 
with a particular focus on integration in the UK and EU. 
She has advised policymakers in all continents and 
was a co-author of the UK’s Indicators of Integration 
for refugees.

Mishka Pillay (Steering Group) is a campaigner 
and advocate with a focus on refugee rights and 
immigration detention in the UK. He is a co-founder 
of A&M Consultancy, which is a venture of two 
consultants with first-hand experience of the UK’s 
asylum and immigration system. He has a particular 
focus on lived experience leadership and co-
production and meaningful involvement of people 
with lived experience. Mishka is a member of the Royal 
College of Psychiatrists Working Group for Mental 
Health and Forced Migration and is also a trustee of 
Freedom from Torture.  

David Simmonds MP was elected Conservative MP 
for Ruislip, Northwood, and Pinner in December 
2019. He has been active in local politics in the 
constituency as Deputy Leader of Hillingdon Council 
since 2002. He has led on education and children’s 
services. His national work has included leading the 
Conservatives at the Local Government Association, 
chairing the LGA Children and Young People Board 
from 2011 to 2015, and the Improvement and 
Innovation Board 2015 to 2016. As Chairman of the 
Asylum and Refugee Task Group, he led the political 
work with the government developing the Syrian 
resettlement programme, and the National Transfer 
Scheme to support refugee children.
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Enver Solomon joined the Refugee Council as Chief 
Executive in December 2020, following nearly three 
years as CEO of Just for Kids Law, a charity providing 
youth support and legal representation to children 
and young people facing adversity. Enver is proud to 
be the first CEO in the organisation’s 70 year history 
who is from a black and minority ethnic background. 
He was named Charity CEO of the year at the Charity 
Times Awards 2023. He holds a wealth of experience 
in the charitable sector, including senior roles at the 
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