OLDER REFUGEES - WHAT A WELCOME! 





�



There are frequent reminders of how far we have to go to improve race relations in this country - the long drawn out Lawrence enquiry, sporadic racist attacks and now the hostility towards asylum seekers, who include many older people in severe distress.





Some Facts


The 1951 Geneva Convention, of which the UK is a signatory, obliges States to consider applications for asylum from all claiming to be fleeing from persecution.





Figures released in 1998 by the United Nations High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR) showed a world population of refugees, asylum seekers and displaced persons of over 21 million. Poorer countries in the Middle East and Africa host millions of refugees, while in 1998 the number in the UK was just under 200,000 - 3% of the total in Europe and 0.9% of the world total.





The number of asylum seekers to the UK has grown recently - 71,000 applicants in 1999 compared with 46,000 in 1998 - but this is not a trend. Refugee patterns vary from year to year according to the incidence of crises. The projection for this year is 64,000.





Much has been made of the bogus nature of some claims. Any system is open to exploitation, but only 25% asylum applications are granted, with others given ‘exceptional leave to remain’. Between 1988 and 1998 just 58,000 were given the right to settle here, including children and dependents. Also, 15,000 Kosovans have returned home in recent months as the situation has eased. So much for the UK’s magnetic attraction! 





Simultaneous migration from the UK gave a net 1997 intake figure of 60,000. 





With the UK work-force set to decrease in the coming years, we will need the benefit of skilled and unskilled migrants as we have in the past. This will help boost the National Insurance Fund, which pays today’s pensioners.





Government Policy


The 1999 Immigration and Asylum Act has introduced tough measures to try to control the situation:-





From April this year, instead of receiving benefits, asylum seekers are given vouchers worth £35 plus £10 cash - 70% income support level. No change is given when used in the high street, and some charity shops have refused to take part in the scheme.





New arrivals are being dispersed around the country from the pressure spots of Kent and London to cities and towns, coastal and rural areas. They are thus likely to be separated from support networks in the bigger cities and be subject to isolation and hostility from local communities. Those thought liable to abscond are being held in Detention Centres.





Asylum seekers and others awaiting immigration appeals are denied access to a number of discretionary, preventative health and local authority services - a further indication of second class treatment.





Local authorities get government help - £300 million allocated for this year - but have to operate within limits, and do not get help for education and other services. Many local authorities are under severe pressure to cope.





A major problem has been the growing backlog of applications waiting to be heard, in part due to computer problems. The 1997 figure of 50,00 reached a peak of 104,000 at the start of this year The backlog has now begun to fall, and the government aims to improve on this, so that by April 2001 claims will be heard within 2-4 months, instead of an average wait of over a year, in many cases longer.





Older Refugees


Older people are fewer in number amongst asylum seekers compared with the rest of the population - 4% of those over 50 at the time of arrival, plus those who will pass that age while awaiting a decision. Nevertheless older asylum seekers are less likely to speak English, will be more disorientated and suffer social isolation and stress.





Older people from poorer countries are also likely to have greater health needs, as has been well documented by a recent Health of Londoners Project report ‘Refugee Health in London’.





Public Reactions


The press has played its familiar part in arousing fear and hostility. So have politicians. The Conservative leader-ship has proposed that all asylum seekers should go to detention centres.





Government measures have led a leading trade-unionist, Bill Morris of the Transport and General Workers Union, to describe the Home Secretary’s policies as ‘giving life to the racists’. There was also a recent report that a senior Labour figure saw older people as ‘predominantly conservative’ and often ‘racist’, although this was categorically denied.





NPC Views


In recent months the National Pensioners Convention has received a small but revealing number of letters and calls from older people (and seen  a statement from a union branch), criticising the low state pension while government money is going to ‘bogus’ asylum claimants.





The NPC’s position on the asylum issue is clear and unequivocal:-





NPC demands for improvements to the state pension do not rely on funds being diverted from other sections of society but from the increasing surpluses in the Treasury. This country is well able to meet its international obligations without disadvantage to anyone else.





NPC policy seeks to improve the living standards and quality of life for all older people living within these shores. That includes recent arrivals, with a number of older people traumatised by their circumstances. We deplore the government decision to require asylum seekers to live on less than the income support level and in degrading circumstances.





The NPC is endeavouring to broaden the basis of its support to improve representation from black and ethnic minority communities, and that must include extending the hand of friendship to recent arrivals. We urge affiliated pensioner bodies to consider how they, along with other local community groups, may help change attitudes and break down barriers between host and refugee communities.





The NPC applauds the work of The Refugee Council and Caring for Victims of Torture, as well as businesses such as the Co-operative Bank which has launched a ‘Customers who Care’ Campaign. There is understanding and good will to be built on. The NPC will play its part.
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