 
Dear Members of the Equalities and Human Rights Committee, 
 
Scottish Refugee Council warmly welcomes the opportunity to contribute to the Committee’s Inquiry’s call for evidence: here. 
 
We have tried to keep this written evidence concise, and would welcome the opportunity to expand at a future oral evidence session, if time and space permits.
 
As the Committee understands well, through its pioneering Hidden Lives New Beginnings Inquiry Report (May 2017), those seeking, granted or refused refugee protection in the UK have endured forced displacement, arduous and sometimes exploitative migration and often suffer a perversely difficult UK Refugee protection system. We say perversely as any such should be a place of safety and a basis for handling trauma and enabling psychological and physical recovery, and contribution to one’s new community and home in the UK. Sadly, before Covid-19 struck in March 2020, the trends within the current UK Refugee protection system have been a) persistent and widespread delays in asylum decisions leaving people in an elongated limbo-land of uncertainty and b) that uncertainty being endured in UK State-sanctioned severe poverty of financial support to the value of only 50% of the social security minimum; a sufferance aggravated by the UK State’s ban on people seeking refugee protection from working. These trends in decisions and support in the UK Refugee protection system, have worsened during Covid-19 and sadly been joined by an emerging drift away from community housing of asylum seekers into one of institutional accommodation, inadequate support, such as in hotels room alone with no monies at all or worse still in military barracks or “repurposed” detention centres. 
 
Further details of these trends can be found in our submission here (esp., paras.18-39) to the Local Government and Communities Committee, to inform its consideration of the escalating impact of the NRPF regime across Scotland. 
 
As the Committee further appreciates, those on such inadequate financial support and living under restrictions on work and movement, also encounter frequent risks of destitution or detention, especially if the Home Office refuse their protection claim or consider them to have breached their asylum support conditions. Precariousness not protection was the norm within the UK Refugee protection system as we entered Covid-19, and despite some essential and welcome public health measures that forced the Home office to suspend asylum support cessations and therefore evictions since late March 2020, this precariousness remains typical during the pandemic, in fact as our research immediately below exposes, it has got worse particularly in terms of social isolation, mental health deterioration and at times digital exclusion. This is despite the best efforts of Scottish public agencies, charities and communities. 
We in particular highlight a) our report The Impact of Covid-19 on refugees and refugee-assisting organisations in Scotland (September 2020) and b) the related and wider Scotland in Lockdown programme, funded by the Chief Scientist Office for Scotland and led by researchers at the University of Glasgow, published the Impact of Covid-19 on marginalised groups of people in Scotland (December 2020), which included a section on refugees and asylum seekers. 
 
Our Head of Policy, Communities and Communications, Gary Christie, put it very well, in helping the “Scotland in Lockdown” report, here: 
 
“Covid-19 has revealed the deep lines of inequality and exclusion which we know have existed in our society for a long time. It has been a traumatic year in Glasgow, as Covid restrictions and hostile environment policies combined to make life extremely difficult for people seeking safety here. We know from our own study that people are experiencing loneliness, food poverty and digital exclusion, and that local communities are stepping in admirably where the state is failing.
“But people need more than just food packages and donated laptops. Existing restrictive immigration policies and poor decision making on asylum support and asylum decisions by the Home Office has made Covid-19 and lockdown even worse for people seeking safety. People must be allowed to work and to access support, not forced into the margins and long-term institutional accommodation. The deep inequalities that Covid-19 has revealed must be addressed, because the pandemic has proven how connected we all are, and everybody in our society must be kept safe in order for us all to be safe.” 
To illustrate this persistent precariousness during Covid-19, lies in fluctuating Home office policy during the pandemic on asylum support cessation and evictions. To stop refused asylum seekers being evicted straight into homelessness in a pandemic, we had to rely yet again not on Home Office policy adherence to public health guidance, but on a coordinated campaign between charities including Scottish Refugee Council, Local authorities such as Glasgow City Council, and effective legal actions in the High Court in England and the Asylum Support Tribunal, to stop since September 2020, the Home Office restarting such cessations and evictions. This irresponsible course of action being sought in an escalating pandemic, that as is so often the case is hitting the poorest and most marginalised communities, hardest, including asylum seekers as BAME groups who are routinely placed in areas of greatest deprivation, face acute Covid risks. As we write to the Committee, the Home Office, have quite irresponsibly, still not yet set out a private never mind a public policy position that commits them to no evictions during the current full lockdowns in the UK’s 4nations.  
 
As noted, we would welcome the opportunity to talk further with you on the above and related issues. To further assist, we set out our key recommendations below, for a safe and better transition out of Covid-19 for, inter alia, refugees:
 
1. Prioritise refugee integration, especially through the current New Scots Refugee Integration Strategy, fully exploring and applying all possible powers and levers in Scotland to prioritise refugee integration. This should include developing dedicated Public Health Scotland guidance on refugees and asylum seekers and migrant rights in the Covid-19 recovery phase. This should also include Scottish Ministerial work at the UK level, to push for a lifting of the ban on asylum seekers, at least as it applies to Scotland, and promoting practicably accessible provision of volunteering and employability support as well as to health services, legal expertise and full digital access at home. 
 
1. Scottish Ministers and CoSLA urgently publish, and put funding behind, the forthcoming Anti-Destitution Strategy to prevent and mitigate the risk and reality of homelessness and marginalisation for those subject to NRPF. This should pilot integrated support models, pivoted on accommodation in those areas, such as Glasgow, Edinburgh and Aberdeen, where the risk of immigration and asylum destitution is at scale, especially in the Covid-19 recession and as the full impacts of UK withdrawal from the EU are felt across Scotland and those sectors most adversely affected, by Covid-19 and / or Brexit. 
 
1. Scottish Ministers to lead an urgent review of the socio-economic and legal impacts of a perfect storm of - Covid-19, UK withdrawal from the EU, and the UK hostile environment and NRPF regime - on migrants in Scotland in 2021 and beyond. This should include clarity on Police Scotland and COPFS arrangements with the Home Office around the latter’s operations in Scotland, as well as more broadly, produce a review report that can inform strategic approaches on a Scottish migration policy, intra-UK government discussions to enable that to be realised, and inform too Scottish budget processes and decisions from summer 2021 onwards, to make such a policy deliverable.
 
We hope this short submission is helpful to the Inquiry. 
 
Scottish Refugee Council
January 2021

