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Asylum seekers and refugees conference and social
17th February 2001

1. Background
The Nottingham and Nottinghamshire Refugee Forum (NNRF) was convened in 2000 

to offer practical support to asylum seekers, campaign on refugee issues and 

educate the public. Since its inception, asylum seekers have joined the Forum and 

participated in the management committee. Towards the end of 2000 it became 

clear that asylum seekers in Nottingham needed an opportunity to voice their own 

concerns and priorities. A working group was convened to organise a conference to 

which all asylum seekers could be invited, followed by a social event in the evening.

The Italian Community Centre, Sherwood Rise, Nottingham agreed to host the event, 

which took place on February 17th 2001. Posters were produced with information in 

English, Albanian, Farsi, French, Arabic, Portugese, Kurdish, Turkish and Urdu 

(Appendix One). Information was distributed via informal networks of asylum 

seekers and refugees and also via agencies such as Refugee Action, Refugee 

Housing Association, Nottingham City Council Social Services and local further 

education colleges.

The day was organised in three parts: a conference for asylum seekers only (4pm- 

6pm), a buffet supper and an evening social event. NNRF members and supporters 

were invited to attend in the evening.

2. Introducing the conference
As the conference invitation was 'open', there was no way of knowing exactly how 

many asylum seekers would attend. In the event, approximately 150 people arrived, 

roughly double the numbers anticipated. There was representation from the key 

national and language groups in Nottingham: Turkish Kurdistan, Iraqi Kurdistan, 

Afghanistan, Kosovo, Albania, Iran, Iraq, Syria, Czech Republic (Roma), Sierra Leone, 

Russia and Angola1.

1 More information on the profile of asylum seekers in Notts can be found on the Nottingham asylum seekers' web 
site at www.nottas.orq.uk
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The conference was opened by Sam Azad of the International Federation of Iranian 

Refugees. Three refugees then offered their personal accounts of what it is to be an 

asylum seeker in Nottingham today. These accounts are summarised in the boxes 

below (names have been changed to protect identities).

Khalid, age 23, Kurdistan

I am from the East of Turkey, the place Kurdish people call Kurdistan, where I was a 
professional footballer and student. I have been living here since 1998 as a refugee. I 
had ethnic and political problems with the Turkish government. I was not safe in 
Turkey. Before I came here, I had been detained a lot of times by the Turkish 
authorities because of my ethnic origin and beliefs. The last time, I was arrested by 
the police for no reason and I was threatened with death. I was being forced to join 
the Turkish army - if not, I would be killed. I had no choice but to decide to run away 
from Turkey.

I had no passport so I had to choose an illegal way. I found a smuggler, who was a driver 
and travelled to the UK. I paid him £3000 to take me to the UK in the back of a lorry. 
I travelled for six days without seeing anything. When the lorry arrived at Dover, I got 
out and looked for a policeman. I was so scared, and did not know what to do. I saw a 
police vehicle and went over to it. I could not speak English, but I managed 'no passport.' 
The policeman shook his head and understood that I was a refugee. I was a little bit 
happy after I found the police but they treated me as if I was a very guilty person. I 
was shocked, because I had run away from this sort of treatment but I was facing the 
same thing as I had faced from the Turkish police. I was kept in the police cells until a 
lawyer and interpreter arrived. They took me to London, where my sister was waiting 
for me at the train station. I was over the moon.

I thought I had left all my problems back home in Turkey, but it wasn't as I thought. I 
knew nothing about the UK and how the system works here. English was always a big 
problem. I had never spoken to any professional advisers about what to do in these new 
circumstances. I get benefit, which is not enough to cover my weekly expenses. I am 
lucky because I get support from relatives and friends who are working, but I know a lot 
of people don't have this kind of help.

Helai, age 17, Afghanistan

I came from Afghanistan with my family nearly eight months ago. I came here because 
of the bad situation we were facing and because I wanted to continue with my education. 
I couldn't do this in Afghanistan because of the Taliban regime which came to power 
about four years ago. They stop girls from going to school. The other reason that made 
us escape from our country was not having the freedom we wanted. By this, I mean the 
freedom to work, to study, to make our own decisions. Women, especially, were under a 
lot of pressure most of the time. For example, they were not allowed to work nor were 
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they allowed outside their homes. Not even women doctors were allowed to go out 
except in an emergency. Women could only go out with their male relative - if they were 
alone, they were beaten. So these were the reasons why we decided to leave our 
country.

After we came, we lived in London for two weeks and then we were sent to Nottingham. 
We were given less than a day's notice and we knew nothing about the place. When we 
came to Nottingham we didn't know anything about Refugee Action or ways of getting 
into education for almost three months. We thought maybe we would receive a letter 
that would tell us where we could get some help, but the only help we got was from our 
neighbours.

We moved to our new house when we were given leave to remain. We had problems with 
the electricity, gas and water as well as a leaky ceiling. For one month, no one came to 
see if we had any problems in the house. I think that wasn't right, because what would 
have happened if we hadn't known any English? Beside this, we had problems with the 
vouchers we were getting instead of money. We had to go to special shops to buy things, 
and after buying we could not get any change. All of our vouchers were in my father's 
name, so sometimes shops would not accept the vouchers unless my father was there.

Mohammed, age 33, Iran

I am from Iran and have been living in Nottingham for the past eleven months. I left 
Iran much against my wishes, after practising as a General Practitioner (GP) for three 
and a half years. I am not going to say very much about the difficulties of life in Iran 
and the lack of any human rights. My departure, including the hazardous journey which 
I had to undertake to reach somewhere safe, in itself highlights that a person in my 
position - a qualified doctor only wishing to serve people - had to flee and leave my 
country.

I would like to speak about life in Britain, a country supposedly with laws and regulations 
safeguarding human rights and freedom. We sadly find, however, that asylum seekers 
are denied the most basic rights and amenities. For the past seven months, I have been 
taking part in many meetings relating to refugees and asylum seekers. This has led to 
my meeting many different people who are trying to help refugees and asylum seekers in 
Nottingham, and I would like to thank them all.

Despite all their efforts, asylum seekers are still struggling to cope with the variety of 
totally unnecessary problems such as vouchers, which isolate and segregate us from the 
rest of society. There is also the language barrier and the lack of sufficient teaching 
resources, which compounds our isolation, and the lack of decent accommodation (in 
some cases, no heating and hot water which has led to much misery and stress). I hope 
that by participating in meetings such as this one we will get to know each other better, 
manage to highlight our problems and work out how to solve them with greater success.
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Following these accounts, the conference broke into nine smaller workshops based 

on the different language groups. Each group was asked to explore the issues 

described in Appendix Two, and then to feed back to the conference as a whole. 

Feedback was presented in both English and the range of refugee community 

languages, with refugees fluent in English translating. As the issues raised were 

common to all groups, they are summarised together in the following paragraphs.

3. Problems facing asylum seekers in Nottingham

Vouchers

■ Some refugees have not been receiving their vouchers. It seems that the Home 
Office fail to send them out or send them to the wrong address.

• Using vouchers is embarrassing and shaming, and makes refugees feel different 
from everyone else. People want money, not vouchers.

■ It is unfair that asylum seekers receive no change from vouchers.

■ The range of goods on which people can spend the vouchers is limited, and some 
shops are confused about what the vouchers can be spent on.

• The vouchers are time limited, which means people can't save to buy more 
expensive items.

« Vouchers can only be used by the named person, meaning women and 
daughters/sons cannot shop where the man is identified as the 'head of the 
household' and the vouchers are sent in his name.

■ Vouchers cannot be used to participate in hobbies such as sport.

“ Young people under 25 have the same needs as older people but only receive 
£28.95 in vouchers per week compared to £36.54 for the over-25s.

Transport

• Getting round the city is a problem, as vouchers cannot be spent on transport. It 
is particularly difficult to get to appointments at the hospitals when the asylum 
seeker has a serious health problem.

■ Some asylum seekers are being placed in districts on the edge of the city such as 
Buiwell. One asylum seeker in Bulwell is disabled but is still expected to walk 
into the city each week to sign on with his accommodation provider.
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Interpreting and translation

* Local service providers such as GPs and hospitals, the police, social services and 
solicitors often do not seem able to arrange interpreting and translation.

Education

■ Asylum seekers are finding it hard to get into English classes at local colleges, 
which have growing waiting lists.

Legal advice

■ A number of people are not happy with the service they are getting from their 
solicitors. Important information is not being passed on and there are serious 
delays, sometimes resulting in refusal of the application for asylum.

Work and leisure

• Lack of a permit to work legally can add to the attractions of the 'black market', 
where refugee labour is seriously exploited (e.g. working for 50p an hour).

■ People cannot get involved in sports such as football or boxing on such low 
incomes. As one asylum seeker put it, 'we are dying of boredom.'

■ There should be more opportunities to learn new skills for use in the workplace, 
e.g. computing.

A ccommodation

■ Some accommodation is of a poor standard. The equipment is old and 
inadequate - there are not enough chairs or kitchen utensils.

■ There were stories of houses where water is coming in, there is no heating and 
no hot water.

« Landlords promise to provide equipment or carry out repairs, but often fail to 
keep their promises.

■ Sometimes as many as ten people are sharing a house, three or four in each 
room.

■ People of all nationalities, languages and cultures are placed in shared houses, 
which leads to misunderstandings and stress.

* The private sector landlords are not providing enough support, e.g. to register 
with a GP or get into English courses. They are business people, and seem 
unable to deliver the social support specified in their contracts.
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■ Asylum seekers queue for hours to be seen at Refugee Action, and are 
sometimes turned away. People are not sure about the role of Refugee Action, 
or where else to go for help.

The Home Office 'system'

■ The dispersal system is so inflexible. Asylum seekers are not given any choice, 
even when there are places where they have family or know people who can 
help them. For example, there are asylum seekers in Nottingham with family in 
Manchester, while one Nottingham refugee's aunt has been sent to Hull.

■ Some asylum seekers have not received the form from the Home Office that 
allows them to register with a GP.

■ It is taking longer than six months for asylum seekers to receive the forms to 
allow them to work. One asylum seeker was asked to go to Croydon to sign a 
form.

■ People should be allowed to work, even during the first six months.

* Asylum seekers are still waiting too long for decisions.

■ Many asylum seekers are receiving refusals although they have not attended an 
interview with the Home Office Immigration and Nationality Directorate (IND). 
The IND often send important letters to the wrong address - and not attending 
an interview means automatic refusal.

■ When asylum seekers are asked to attend an interview with the IND, they are 
sent a form to complete for a travel pass. Often, the IND do not send this form 
or the asylum seekers do not understand what they are supposed to do.

■ Refusals seem to be made for no comprehensible reason and with no 
explanation.

■ A refusal letter means the withdrawal of a work permit, even when the asylum 
seeker is appealing. Some asylum seekers have had their papers forcibly seized.

■ Many asylum seekers feel that the Home Office's understanding of the political 
situation on their home countries is very limited, or that human rights problems 
are deliberately ignored.

4. Conclusion

The bullet points above cannot really do justice to the detail in which asylum seekers 

shared their problems and the individuality of their situations. However, an 

overwhelming impression was gained of people living in difficult circumstances who 

are anxious to become 'socially included', or to be able to participate fully in British 

o
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life. Indeed, one working group's main desire was 'to be accepted as residents of 

the community.' Asylum seekers want to participate in work and leisure activities, 

and not to feel set apart by having to rely on vouchers for their income. A recent 

article in the Nottingham Evening Post was perceptively headlined 'From terror to red 

tape' (Appendix Three). Certainly, many people felt they had escaped from 

dangerous and abusive situations only to face more difficulties and humiliation in the 

UK - a country whose reputation led them to expect more humane treatment.

Although the points raised may be familiar to those working with asylum seekers or 

up to date with recent reports2, we think that this conference and social event is 

unique in the UK. It provided an opportunity for asylum seekers of all nationalities 

and language groups to meet together and identify common concerns. The 

following points were agreed as actions to be taken following the conference. The 

success of the conference will be ultimately be determined by the practical 

outcomes.

1. Action plan

■ Hold a follow-up meeting for asylum seekers and refugees interested in doing 
further work on the issues identified at the conference.

« Arrange for a group of asylum seekers to meet local MPs to advise them on the 
problems they are experiencing.

• Make representation to local immigration solicitors.

• Circulate the report to all agencies working with asylum seekers in Nottingham 
and Nottinghamshire and ask for specific responses, e.g. around access to leisure 
or English language education.

• Circulate the report to appropriate national organisations.

• Seek funding for further social and cultural events at which asylum seekers, 
refugees, friends and supporters can enjoy each other's company.

2 For example, the Audit Commission's Another Country (2000, Audit Commission: London) and the King's Fund's The 
Health and Well-Being of Asylum Seekers and Refugees (2000, King's Fund: London).
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Appendix one: leaflet advertising the conference
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