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From Dispersal to Destitution:

dialectical methods in participatory action research

with people seeking asylum

“Participation is the child, not of power, but of communal need.”

Introduction

If a person needing asylum has any choice about where they should escape to, they may aim for the UK for a number of reasons.  Until recently, those reasons might have included the perception that, when it comes to the asylum issue, the UK is a fair country.
 However, from the late 1990’s onwards the experience of seeking asylum in the UK has been so transformed that, in 2004, there are unknown thousands of people who are destitute following the refusal of their asylum claims.  They have been evicted from their accommodation, denied any form of cash support from the State, barred from taking up paid employment in the formal economy and told to leave the country immediately - even though they are have neither means or documents for travel nor anywhere safe to go.  

In April 2003, Cherie Booth QC compared the plight of refugee people seeking asylum seekers to that of Jews in Nazi Germany.  Addressing 13000 Commonwealth lawyers in April of this year, she questioned whether Western governments could legitimately claim to be democratic:  A political regime – even one supported or elected by a majority of the population – which sought to deny basic rights to those falling within its care would be in danger of forfeiting the right to call itself democratic.
   What’s “fair” about that?

This paper advances a perspective
 on the destitution of asylum seekers that has been inspired by a meta-theoretical framework of language creation from below
.  Underpinned by this meta-theory, literature on the value of lay knowledge
, the need for community participation
 in research processes and recent migration
 and social exclusion
  writing about refugees and people seeking asylum, the author has evolved a participatory action research approach that places the person whose experience it is, i.e. the person seeking but failing to find asylum, at the heart of both the theoretical model and the research process.  
Structure

After explaining the theoretical model, the paper identifies the recent, critical and cumulative, policy developments that have led to this contemporary experience of destitution.  Then it describes how asylum seekers’ perspectives about the meaning and significance of their experiences have become visible and audible locally, regionally and nationally through a research project that straddles the University of Salford, and community and service delivery settings in Salford city.  The paper confines itself to the presentation of data about the destitution of young men from Kurdish Northern Iraq specifically.  It goes on to discuss how the project is communicating its emergent evidence and where that is evolving into interventions that raise awareness about this form of destitution, interrogate its inherent contradictions, and organise constructive responses to it.  

The paper concludes by asking some questions concerning the impact of this methodology on both the research process and the phenomenon itself.  It seems that, in a small way, the dialectic between making the evidence base and communicating about it is, in turn, both changing perceptions about the meaning and significance of destitution and stimulating support and interventions, within and beyond the community of people directly affected.    The question is, is it science?

Theoretical model

“All research aims, methods, results and analyses are communicated and interpreted through some combination of language based text, diagrams, pictures and numbers.   The importance of language in the research process - its impact upon the formation of research questions, the methods adopted, the resultant findings and their analyses and dissemination - is rarely recognised or explored.”
  
Volosinov’s theory of “language creation from below”
 forms the backbone of the research approach that has developed.  The following interpretation
 of Volosinov sets out his key points:

· The critical purpose of language is to communicate 

· It is through language that the reality that people experience is communicated 
· This ‘reality’ is both objective (i.e. it exists independently of what people may or may not say about it), and intersubjective (i.e. it  is defined between people through the communication of language)   

· Intersubjective reality is fundamentally affected by the socio-economic position (and inside of this, differences in gender, race, age, culture, able-bodiedness and citizenship status) of those who experience it
· There are competing views of reality at any one point in time, held by different population groups. There is a continual process of struggle over, or  ‘contest’ about, what is the dominant meaning of reality, and also over the means of communicating different versions of reality 

· What comes to prominence within any society as the dominant meaning of any particular reality, is the result of that contest and is a refraction, rather than a direct reflection, of reality

Taken together, these points explain the connections that exist between the meanings developed and communicated through language and the socioeconomic context of those who are producing and using that language. How has this approach helped to shape the research processes involved in developing evidence and interventions about destitution?

(See Fig 1 on page following)  Within any given urban locality, our physical context is composed of social, economic, cultural and political entities that are 

situated
 within time and place.  In material terms, this context is a combination of the following: buildings, for private and public accommodation, work, education, and shopping/consumer activities; the governmental system that is connected to regional and national political and civil service networks; the business and community sector networks in the area; and the people who may have a wide range of different social networks within the locality, who work, live or visit in the area and who use its infrastructure  to move in, out and around the locality
.  This is the urban context within which any research study is operating.
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Within this context, the dominant views about asylum seeking (the outer circle of Fig.1) are circulating via a range of public fora: newspapers, television, radio, advertising, and the internet.  These views interrelate with the experience of asylum that is communicated between people, both asylum seekers and the people around them, as they use dialogue to work out what meanings they share about seeking asylum and how and why their meanings may differ (the middle circle of Fig.1). In turn, this dialogical or communicative act interrelates with their internal speech, the words that they form in their own heads that make up their ideas about the meaning of seeking asylum and that is derived from their personal experience of the phenomenon (the inner circle of Fig. 1).  

However, the person seeking asylum will often speak a mother tongue that is other than the language of the dominant ideology, their ‘inner speech’ is in a different language from that which enables them to communicate with most members of the host community. This linguistic isolation and the powerlessness associated with it combine with and compound the physical isolation that they experience when they are dispersed to a new and completely unknown locality. 

Participatory research that centralizes the isolated individual who is seeking but failing to find asylum is designed to encourage and enable them to share the meaning of their inner world with others and, thereby, create data.  Then, through the research process the actors involved create the potential to alter both the power dynamics and the ideological content in both the research process and the dominant ideology and contribute to constructively changing the material conditions being experienced by the individual asylum seeker.  

Now, having set out the theoretical framework that guides this research in progress, the paper considers the legislative context and offers evidence to support the assertion that, gradually, this legislation is being opened to challenge or contest.

Legislation and Political Intentions

Through a series of legislative shifts, the State has reintroduced its right to evict people into absolute destitution for the first time since its activity in Ireland in the mid 19th century.  For the purposes of this discussion, I offer only a very recent trajectory that confines itself to those key policy shifts and stated political intentions that have enabled and justified this recent form of eviction into destitution.  Latterly, this section introduces examples of parliamentary resistance to the policy that is beginning to cohere but has yet to make a material difference to destitute failed asylum seekers. 
Under Section 4 of the Immigration and Asylum Act 1999
,   accommodation continued to be available to failed asylum seekers but cash was stopped.    Then, in April of the following year, the provision of support to people who failed their claim for asylum in Britain became the responsibility of the National Asylum Support Service (NASS).  NASS works at arms’ length from the Home Office, but takes action under Home Office direction.   Within two years, the workings of the NASS system were branded as “abominable” by Sir Bernard Crick, David Blunkett’s politics tutor at University and a recent appointment to lead a government task force on citizenship
.   

In early 2001, the first public announcement indicating UK government intentions to deepen distinctions between refugees, asylum seekers and failed asylum seekers further is made by Jack Straw.  He declares interest in EU member states supporting an overhaul of 1951 UN Convention on Human Rights to agree a clearer definition of genuine refugees and economic migrants
.  This more aggressive approach to the refugee phenomenon in the UK is reflected in a heavily contested European report, published in April 2001, which finds that intolerance of refugees and asylum seekers is particularly acute in the UK
.  Within a few months, an analysis of the position being adopted by  the Commission for Racial Equality in the UK implicates the failure of the Commission to address government policy on asylum seekers in deliberately stigmatizing asylum seekers and thereby:

“Creating new structures of discrimination that provide the ideological space in which racism towards asylum seekers becomes culturally acceptable”
. 

In March of the following year, the Home Secretary, David Blunkett prohibits asylum seekers from working.  Previously, prohibition had lasted for only the first 6 months of any application
 and, in practice, asylum seekers with work 

permission whose applications subsequently failed still had the option of working legally and thereby earning money to live.  Then in October 2002, during the House of Lords debate on the proposed Immigration and Nationality Bill

Lord Avebury asks: 

“Is it not incongruous that we have two government departments - the Foreign Office and the DfID -which are helping to alleviate the effects of racism and intolerance, while a third government department, the Home Office, pretends that the problem does not exist?”
.

By the end of 2002, the growing problem of destitution is being debated openly at the national political level but receiving minimal media coverage.  In its representation to the Home Affairs Committee for the 2002-2003 session, the Refugee Council told the committee that:

”there are growing numbers of people not being removed, for a variety of reasons, but who are being thrust into absolute destitution”
.  

In that same presentation to the Committee, the Refugee Council located the problem of destitution within a wider context of poverty within the asylum seeking community, pointing out that, of the 40 organisations working with asylum seekers in England and Scotland, 85% reported to the Refugee Council that their clients experienced hunger
. 

In early January 2003 a further policy shift
 introduced a whole new additional layer of destitution into the immigration system that began to effect newly arriving asylum seekers from January 8th onwards.  This policy, which had never actually been debated in the House of Commons, was vigorously contested in public.  In defense of the policy and as a part of that debate, Tony Blair picked up Jack Straw’s earlier idea of redefining the meaning of human rights during a live BBC radio broadcast.   In response to the statement from David Frost that Home Office figures were showing that fewer than 40,000 out of 224,000 rejected applicants were deported between 1997-2001, meaning that nearly 185,000 are living in the UK, Tony Blair said:  

“If the measures that we’re taking … just coming into effect now … if those measures don’t work [i.e. destitution for newly arriving people] then we have to consider further measures, including fundamentally looking at the obligations we have under the convention of human rights.
”  

Within a month, a High Court ruling restored food and shelter for newly arrived destitute asylum seekers
.  On the same day, a North West MP called on the Government to return 75 Iraqi Kurds, most of whom were sleeping rough in a park in Bolton, to Northern Iraq
.   Two days later the Transport Minister, John Spellar decided to exclude all asylum seekers from his general practice surgery
. 

When it found that the Home Office acted unlawfully in denying newly arriving asylum seekers the means of supporting themselves, the Court of Appeal noted the observation of the Parliamentary Joint Committee of Human Rights that “it is difficult to envisage a case where a person could be destitute without there being a threat of violation of Articles 3 and 8 of the European Commission of Human Rights”
.    However, this turnaround did not address the destitute state of the many asylum seekers whose claims failed prior to January 2003.  On this issue, the Joint Committee described a key barrier to beginning to develop a strategy for addressing the destitution of failed asylum seekers: 

“It is very difficult to address the problem of over-staying failed asylum seekers effectively in the absence of reliable statistics.  It is not satisfactory that the Government is unable to offer even a rough estimate of the number of failed asylum seekers remaining in the UK”
. 

It went on to make the following recommendations: 

“We believe that, where the removal of a failed asylum seeker is delayed through no fault of his (sic) own, it is morally unacceptable for him to be rendered destitute.  We recommend that during any such delay the individuals concerned should be provided either with adequate support (including sufficient cash to allow for reasonable minimum living expenses) or a temporary status which will allow them to work to support themselves
.  

In response to this suggestion, the Minister with responsibility for Asylum, Beverley Hughes, reported on 12 March 2003 that [of the many thousands, possibly into 6 figures, of people whose claims had failed only] 1000 people whose claims had failed were receiving support under Section 4 of the Immigration and Asylum Act of 1999 where accommodation is available to failed asylum seekers but no cash
.  This report precipitated the following retort from the Joint Committee:  

“We believe that it is absurd to refuse leave to remain to people who, for whatever reason cannot be removed.  We recommend that such people be granted a temporary status which will allow them to support themselves. If the numbers are as small as the Minister suggests, this should not pose any great difficulty.”

Now, having tracked through the main legislative and political justifications responsible for the degradation of the experience of seeking asylum in the UK in general, and the particular experience of destitution, the paper describes the setting up of a Salford based research project and accounts for how it began to engage with destitute asylum seekers.  This section culminates with the first broadcast about the issue, by the BBC, in November 2002. 

The Salford RAPAR Project

In the spring of 2002, in response to the forced dispersal over the previous 18 months of upwards of 12000 asylum seeking people from 63 different countries into the overwhelmingly white, working class city of Salford (effectively doubling the city’s black and ethnic minority population) the author was invited by a local community health development practitioner
 to prepare a bid for a project about refugees and asylum seekers.  This bid, to the Central Government Single Regeneration Budget 5 Social Inclusion stream, resulted in the formation of the Salford Refugee and Asylum Seekers Participatory Action Research project (RAPAR) in September 2002.  With the core aim of developing evidence about needs and action in services with asylum seekers, refugees, the indigenous community and the service delivery sector, Salford RAPAR has a community development team of 4.5 whole time equivalents where 6 of the workers are either asylum seekers with work permission, people with exceptional leave to Remain (ELR) or foreign nationals with the right to work.  

The project centralizes the asylum seeker’s perspective about their experience.  The issues that it is prioritising within its research programme are those brought to it by the city’s asylum seeking population.  Within one month of the project beginning, and while the team were inducting, destitution presented as an issue.  

During an invited visit to the Salford home of 3 asylum seeking young men from Kurdistan to discuss how best to support the development of some community cohesion between dispersed Kurdish people, the line manager for the team, who is also this paper’s author, was handed a letter from one of the young men that he had received the day before from NASS.  This letter, in English, advised him that his claim for asylum had failed, that he must vacate his accommodation within 7 days and that, from 4 days hence, all benefits would cease.  The letter went on to say that he had no right of appeal and that should leave the country immediately.  It directed him towards the International Office of Migration(IOM) and Refugee Action as his nearest ‘one stop shop’.  In fact, as of April 2003, only
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< Date 03 Oct 2002

'Following confirmation that your application for asylum has been refused and fully
determined, I am writing to advise that you no longer qualify for support under section
95 of the Immigration and Asylum Act 1999.

The support that you have been provided with is to be discontinued. Support is
provided for a period of 21 days following the notification of the resolution of your
asylum claim, which is deemed to be received 2 days following the determination of your
asylum application. Our records show that your claim for asylum was determined on the
30 May 2002, therefore the period of support ended/ends on 20 Jun 2002.

You will be allowed to stay in the accommodation until 14 Oct 2002, which should be 7
days from receipt of this letter, when you will be expected to leave. o

“You are currently provided with cash support, you can collect your final payment of

£37.77 on 07 Oct 2002. SODEXHO PASS UK has been notified of this decision and
that support is to be discontinued.

“You should note that there is no right to appeal against this decision under Section 103
of the Immigration and Asylum Act 1999.

You are currently in:
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and should make immediate arrangements to vacate the premises. The accommodation
provider has been notified of this decision and will contact you separately about this.

You must now leave the United Kingdom. Help and advice on returning home can be
obtained from the Immigration Office dealing with this case, or the Immigration Service
on (020) 8760 2290 between 9am and 5pm, Monday to Friday.

7 Alternatively help and advice for asylum seekers and those whose asylum claim has been
refused who wish to return home voluntarily can be obtained from the International
Organization for Migration. They can be contacted at:

26 Westminster Palace Gardens

Artllery Row

London

SW1P 1RR :

Telephone: (020) 7233 0001 E-mail: varp@iomlondon.org

Fax: (020) 7233 3001 Website URL: www.iomlondon.org

The International Organization for Migration is an independent international
organisation and is not part of the Home Office.

Your nearest One-Stop Service is
Refugee Action (North West)
Dale House

4th Floor

35 Dale Street

Manchester

M1 2HF

(0161 233 1200)

Yours sincerely

()

JAMES CLARKE





39 people had applied for the voluntary returns to Afghanistan and Iraq  programme, run through IOM and introduced the previous August
 and; Refugee Action had ceased being a one stop shop the previous year.

The man, who had emerged as one of the nascent leaders within this very new, overwhelmingly young and male, community was visibly and deeply distressed and had no idea what he should do next.  Equally, the researcher was shocked and disturbed by what she read although subsequently, a former local authority housing worker and an advocate for asylum seekers’ rights advised her that letters such as this had been circulating in the system for some time.  

Two days later, the researcher sent a letter to the evicting accommodator, the local authority with a contract to house up to 1/3 of Salford’s dispersed asylum seekers.  Highlighting the case example, she pointed out that this young man had no safe route for return to his birth country that was, at the time, the object of British State attention in the run up to the recent war on Iraq, nor means or desire to return to the country from which he had fled for his life
.  With no response forthcoming from the Local Authority other than notification that 5 Iraqi Kurdish men had been evicted by the accommodator during the previous 4 months, the researcher contacted an advocacy organization who put a call out through their own networks for people working on the destitution of failed asylum seekers to make contact.  During this time, and through a completely separate referral via Refugee Action, the author was contacted by a Reverend in Wigan who had become aware that one of the destitute asylum seekers in his parish had been caught stealing and was now serving 18 months in jail.  Following a series of visits in the prison with this young man, the Reverend observed: 

“When people come to this country, applied for asylum, been refused and have gone right through the appeals system, they can end up in the situation of the man I visited….without the right to work, without support and without accommodation: i.e. destitute.  It should be no surprise that a person in such a situation resorts to crime in order to live.  My view is that in a civilized society, no-one should be left in that situation: support should be maintained until either the individual leaves the country or his status here is resolved.”

By early November, as the Immigration and Nationality Act (2002) was being debated in the Houses of Parliament, the research project was advised by a local advocacy worker that applications to NASS for Hard Case Support under the 1999 Act were taking, on average, up to 3 months to be processed and that the advocate had contacted the member of parliament for one of the men affected.  At this time, they were aware of at least 80 cases in Liverpool, 60 in Bolton and a growing number across Manchester and Salford with some having visited their local MP’s and others establishing contact with their MP’s.

At the end of November, the author hosted a meeting at the University of Salford attended by 14 destitute Kurdish Iraqi men living across Greater Manchester.  The Regional BBC also attended at the invitation of the advocate, as did the local branch of the Citizen’s Advice Bureau (CAB).  At this meeting everyone was invited to share their contact details and all the asylum seeking people were offered the option of applying for Hard Case support via the advocate, but not the local CAB, who felt unable to offer the men a route into Hard Case application, preferring that they visited the offices of the CAB at later date.  Of the 14, 11 men decided to apply for Hard Case support.  The others declined on the grounds that the condition of Hard Case, whereby they would be moved to one of approximately ten hostels anywhere in the country, would separate them from the informal social networks that were sustaining them both physically and emotionally.

The following day
, the reporter who had attended the meeting fronted a BBC North West broadcast about destitute asylum seekers, the first televised treatment of the issue.  This broadcast included an extract from a telephone interview with the Minister with responsibility for asylum, Beverly Hughes.  She said: 

“Some people are returning voluntarily and finding their own route back in the same way that they found their route here [i.e. through the illegal trade in human traffic].  There’s been a significant increase in the number of people returning voluntarily.  We do feel very strongly that we cannot go further in this situation.”

The data: once there were fourteen


“If you took the Prime Minister to another country  - Iraq 


– and he was not Prime Minister – and he waited for his decision, refused, appeal, refused again and no work permission.  What would he do?”
  

Of the 11 out of 14 men who applied for Hard Case support at the November 2002 meeting, all were accepted.  However, only 4 traveled to their designated hostel.  The reasons for this slippage are practical.  By the time Hard Case decisions came through from NASS, the advocate was dependent on the men being contactable via mobile telephone. With only on average 3 days to notify the men, arrange to meet them and pass on the relevant paperwork before their travel permits became defunct, 7 of the men were either successfully contacted after the specified travel date, did not respond to the telephone messages left or had become unobtainable telephone numbers. 

Separately from the advocate, the researcher attempted periodically to establish contact with the same 14 men.  By early March 2003, the situation was as follows.  

Six of these young men were not contactable, there were no replies on their mobile phone numbers.  Of the remaining eight, two were in hostels in London, under Hard Case Support.  One of these young man, aged 18, whose father was dead, and whose mother, brother and two sisters were in Kurdistan, had been living for the previous 2 months with 17 other Kurdish men in the hostel:  

“Too many drinking, smoking, hashish.  We are fed twice a day, 7am and 7pm, and we receive £20 per week.  I have no contact with any of the boys from the North West.”
  

The other young man who was living in a hostel shared it with 18 other Kurdish men.  He said: 

“I do not like it here, the food is bad. Before Hard Case came through I was moving around all the time.”  

This experience of almost continuous movement is shared by the remaining six men who did not take up the Hard Case support.  

One did not want to disclose where he was, but did say that he was now staying with friends who were themselves in NASS accommodation, i.e. asylum seekers whose claims have yet to be decided and who, under the terms of their tenancies, should not be housing any other people.  Another had gone to stay with a friend, also waiting for a decision, in Southampton.  Another, who had petitioned his MP for help last October, was now spending time in Stockton, having traveled far and wide.  When notification came for his Hard Case support, he had not arrived back in time to collect his travel documents.  He was currently staying with friends: 

“Asylum seeker friends who make up a network of Kurdish people” he explained.  “Everybody tries to help you.  They give you food, sometimes money, very occasionally.  I think… everytime about it, I have a headache about the decision that I must leave the UK.  If you go to any other country they tell you to go back to the UK and then…”  

Another young man aged 23 was now in Leeds, staying with a friend from Kirkuk and with other Kurds who were working.  

“My friends buy me food.  They give me food but no money.  There is no help.  Life is very difficult.  Isn’t it possible that the government can help me?”

The young man who had been the first case came to light had been in Brighton and was now in Wolverhampton: 

“Every night I decide where I am going to stay and I can’t stay anywhere.  My friends are all from Kurdistan.  It is better in Wolverhampton.  I lost college when I moved.  I didn’t take Hard Case support.  They gave me accommodation and I refused because it is too far, there is no money, they can come and deport you at any time.  I have no money at all so I am looking for a job.. to work illegally.” 

The remaining young man, and the only person still within Greater Manchester, has a severe physical medical condition that had been being treated before his asylum application failed.  He had been moving around for about 3-4 months and was now with a friend, an asylum seeker from Kurdistan: 

“Every week living with someone different.  They have a small flat I eat with them.  But I am shy.  I have no money at all.  I said many things, to the police to social services.  They didn’t sort anything out.  They said they would arrest me with any problem.  I feel it is better to be prison.  I feel, arrest me.”

This contact was followed up with a series of telephone conversations.  In early May the friend who was extending support to this individual, came on the phone.  
“Ali
 still not has any place to live or anything to live on.  Sometimes one night in one place, sometimes one night another.  Still around Manchester.  He is in very bad health.  He has many problems as many of them do [young Iraqi men who have failed asylum].  They are working illegally, they have to, many are working in restaurants, Take Aways for cash in hand.  Haven’t got any rights.  £2.50 - £3.00 per hour.   £4.20 is the minimum [wage].  They have to go [to work].   Not every day.  There are some people who have restaurants who are hiring the people who have to work illegally.  I see many, many cases.  How many? I don’t know…maybe between 50-60 new people a month.  I don’t know…what can he do if he hasn’t any support.  He would prefer to work legally.”

This befriender agreed to meet with author later that month and there follows the full transcript of his description of the situation.  

“I have seen many things…many, many things.  Things that government has not seen.  They make a rule but they don’t know what is going to happen inside that rule and it is very sad.  At first the Kurdish people, they would come to the office [he is a volunteer in a local charity], but now they come to my house.  In our culture, if someone came to our house, even if it is 2 o’clock in the morning, you let them in.  Most asylum seekers have problems.  They wait, they wait, then decision, then appeal and after everything they stop every support.  Why do they disappear?  Because they have no work permission…when they have failed…the Home Office says “No”.  They used to go in again and claim under another name.  They learned from their first case, that was a legitimate case.  The learned from that, they change a few things and the next time they get permission.  Even ones who have [been] fingerprinted.  They take the risk, they make the gamble, they have failed and they go in again under another name.  I have visited a man in *** prison – a Kurdish man.  He was imprisoned for 6 months because of this, but another man he only got a month in prison.  People know, they know there is nothing right in the system.

If you took the Prime Minister to another country  - Iraq – and he was not Prime Minister – and he waited for his decision, refused, appeal, refused again and no work permission.  What would he do?  

It doesn’t mean that people have to sell cocaine or buy weapons.  It’s just for life…to live – take away and restaurant jobs.  Pakistani and Iranian employers mostly.  They get £2 -£2.50 per hour.  I feel very sad, that is not their human rights.  

How many people?   There is no number.  In 1 week?  New to me?  How many people?  How many people?  How many people who have been in the country 1-2 years whose asylum fails?  How many people on hard cases?  The difference that’s the number….not people who have been here 2 months or 3 months or something like that, no.  People who have been here I or 2 years, who have contacts.  Take away the Hard Cases…That’s the number.  For three times they have no human rights.  Once, in his country, second, from the Home Office and now, third, from the employer.

Most of them are with skills and experience.  I know one man who is a doctor, another a chef…teachers….they are all working in Restaurants.  And you know, I am watching the News.  If there is a big situation, like the war when everyone talks about asylum seekers, now there is nothing again.  What does the asylum seeker want?  His air and water.  The Labour Party, what are they doing?  They promised people here they would send people back, now they are doing this, just to show the people, but it is not safe.

About Ali…..maybe he is going to die.  Every night he is very sad.  He has an eye illness and I went with him, I went everywhere,  to the CAB Refugee Action, Red Cross, the Job Center, Social Services, everywhere, telling them, look at this man he doesn’t have a chance, can someone help him?

Then he was waiting, for ages, for Hard Case.  He got it and he was being sent to London.  He has been in Manchester for three years.  And he has got a problem with his eye and he is in permanent pain.  And he has been waiting for the operation but when the time came…the hospital said, because his claim had failed, that it would have to be a private operation and the community have collected the money….  When he went for the test, for the eye replacement, and it was so wonderful because he could see.  Then they took it away.  They told him after two days to come back they said because he had no health card they could not treat him but private doctors are treating people who are not eligible on the NHS.

So when he got to the hostel and went to London he stayed for just one night and then they sent him to Liverpool.  But he had accepted London because he knew two people there he didn’t know anyone in Liverpool.

So with this man I went to the police, I went to the Greater Manchester Police Headquarters on Monday, February 17th in the afternoon but before we went to the main police station Ali had gone to Croydon to tell them and they said in the reception area “you haven’t got an appointment” and they sent him away.  So I took him to a police station in Manchester and they told him to go to Greater Manchester Police HQ.  We went in there into the reception I said to them “I come with this man from the [name of charity], I am a volunteer with [name of charity].  He wishes to give himself up as an overstayer”.  In the reception area two policemen appeared, they took us through to a small room.  They heard everything about him.  I showed them all the documents, then they said we are going to phone the Home Office, then we waited for thirty minutes.  One of them returned, he said “Sorry we can’t do anything.  They told me let him go”.  By law this is illegal, he gave himself up as an overstayer, he was very confused, he was very sad, he said “So then should I go to burgle somebody, to kill somebody, so you will take me into prison?”  The police said “No, don’t do that, it’s illegal”.  I asked them for a letter for them to write down what the Home Office and said to them and what they were saying to us but they said we cannot give you a letter but we have a record.  This was on Monday, February 17th in the afternoon and I think that we were at the Headquarters from about 1.00pm to 2.45pm.  

The Government makes them disappear.  All refugees and asylum seekers they want one thing: to be free to live in a safe place with human rights.”

Postscript…

On the final day of preparation for this manuscript for the Bristol conference, one of the three men who had decided not to apply for Hard Case back in November, and who had consistently proved to be untraceable since then, reappeared.  After two years on a hospital waiting list for an inpatient operation, and having maintained contact with the people at the address from which he had been evicted, he is now in hospital.  At this time, the hospital have not decided whether they are going to evict this invalid back into destitution but people involved in creating this research are working with both the individual man and the practitioners around him. 

Key themes

For the men now living in hostels, their situation is characterised by poor and insufficient food, overcrowding and being surrounded by people who are continuously using alcohol and drugs.  Like the men who did not take Hard Case support, the fragile social networks that they had established prior to the refusal of their claims have disappeared, and they are isolated, alongside other young men who are in exactly the same position as themselves. 

For the rest, many have found themselves relying on the charity of their countrymen who, as asylum seekers themselves, are surviving on 70% of income support and risking their tenancies by sheltering these destitute people.  While, on the one hand, they feel less exposed to the threat of deportation through having refused Hard Case support and, in the process, disappeared from the official record, they confront another risk as they begin to move into the illegal labour market.  Here, working for less that the minimum wage and with no employment rights, they are living a hand to mouth existence.   

In many of these cases, the sense of hopelessness and helplessness about the future is overwhelming.  As the final case example demonstrates so eloquently, the stability of prison is considered preferable, but is not available and, for at least one of these young men, taking criminal action in order to access the criminal justice system and secure some shelter and subsistence for more than one or two nights at a time, is being contemplated.

Interventions arising from the data

The interventions to date that have arisen out of exposing this data in partnership with the men directly affected have included the use of the media, public meetings, demonstrations and rallies.  These interventions have broken the silence about this form of destitution within public settings that are wider, broader and more accessible, visible and audible than the confines of parliamentary committees and reports, and academic conferences - useful and important as they are.  In addition, the interventions have interrogated the inherent contradictions within the system that creates this destitution, demonstrated the existence of resistance to it and, in the case of the creation of a crisis committee formed to end destitution, organised some practical and constructive responses.
Media

The BBC regional television broadcast at the end of last year included filmed interviews with some of these men and a telephone interview with the Home Office Minister Beverly Hughes where she effectively argued for destitute individuals to use the illegal trade in human traffic to solve the government’s, and their own, problem.  Then, the Socialist Worker
 weekly newspaper ran a double page spread in early February of this year that, like the Guardian depth piece later that month based in part upon this research
, included photographs of some of the men.  As was the case in the earlier television broadcast, some of the men affected were involved in composing the report directly: their perspectives about the experience of destitution, unmediated by anything other than the reading human eye into the reader’s inner speech, over coffee on Saturday morning.  

Most recently, in a piece
 exploring poverty in the UK in 2003, Newsnight worked out from this research project to broadcast a short programme that located the destitute asylum seeker within the wider social context of working class poverty.  It included extracts from an interview with one of the men whose situation is presented here.  In the broadcast he describes destitution as “like prison, outside prison.”  

The broadcast goes on to begin to articulate the relationship between the dispersal policy, the demonisation of asylum seekers within the media and the rise of the British National Party in poor areas.  In some places, it argued, where the BNP has met with recent relative electoral success, already under-resourced communities have seen asylum seekers forcibly dispersed and/or destitute in their areas.

However there had been no associated attempts on the part of national or local government to explain, and therefore help local people to understand why these people are here, how little they actually receive from the State and the fact that what may be hundred[s] of thousands of them receive nothing at all.  

In all of these instances, the decision to cooperate with media professionals was predicated upon the understanding, negotiated by the author and mirroring the modus operandi between researcher and people seeking asylum, that the journalists would do one of two things.  Either directly share the decision making power over what was to be included with both the people directly affected and the author (as in the McFadyean piece above) or guarantee, prior to broadcast, that the final edit would not be contributing further to the myths already circulating about people seeking asylum.  

Alongside these interventions into regional and national media, the research has informed more practical, grass root organization and resistance to destitution.

The Crisis Committee

Formed out of a perceived need for collective organisation to try and stop the destitution of newly arriving asylum seekers under sections 55 and 58 of the Asylum and Immigration act taking effect from 8th Jan 2003, a section of the Crisis Committee to End Destitution has concentrated on the already destitute, failed asylum seeker.  Its activities have galvanised a multi agency response which has included the creation of a network of people prepared to try and find temporary shelter for people, the production of an information leaflet for Manchester and its surroundings about where to get food and temporary shelter and the calling of public meetings and demonstrations, the first being on the day when the Act came into force.  On this occasion over 100 people, including some people themselves destitute or seeking asylum, staged a demonstration outside the Town Hall of the City of Manchester.   Four months later, and following several planning and two public meetings about destitution, asylum seekers marched once more, in a crowd of about 400 people, behind the slogan “Stop the war on asylum seekers”.  They followed this with a rally in Manchester where several asylum seekers spoke from the platform.  

However interestingly, some of the locally based, overtly political activity, meetings and demonstrations, have not found their way into local media reports.  This is in spite of the presence, on one occasion, of journalists and photographers who interviewed people and took pictures at a large public meeting on destitution in March 2003, attended, supported and addressed by the Coronation Street actress Julie Hesmondhalgh.  When the author approached one of the newspaper staff involved later, she was advised that they had no idea why copy that had been filed had not appeared and that it was a highly unusual situation:  

“The paper would usually print anything about anybody from Corrie doing anything at all!”
  

In these preceding sections, I described and analysed the raw data.  Then I offered a demonstration of the range of interventions that have arisen as a result of moving the data from the individuals’ inner speech (the inner most circle of Figure 1 – page 5) into settings where it became possible to create shared meanings about the phenomenon through interindividual communicative acts (the middle circle of Figure 1): the meetings, discussions and marches by collectives of people who wanted to understand the situation and do something to help.  In turn, this activity precipitated two further developments:  

· The introduction of explanations about seeking asylum that differ from, and therefore contest those of the dominant ideology (the outer circle of Figure 1) within the very media that that ideology uses to promote itself (i.e. newspapers, television and radio)

· The creation of change, albeit miniscule in comparison to the depth of need, within the wider material context (area beyond the circles of Figure 1) through the creation of support mechanisms and tangible, practical help.  

In the final section of the paper, I briefly discuss how and why this research can withstand the charge that is not scientific
.

A question of science

This research was instigated through an approach from a deeply powerless section of the community to an academically based researcher.  Combined with the desperate nature of the phenomenon itself and the recognition that this group of people needed someone or some group to care about them and help them to help themselves, this invitation into the world of the destitute young man instilled in the researcher the desire to try and do something about it from the time when it first became known to them.  It is this subjective desire to act inside of the research process, to try and constructively change the nature and form of the phenomenon under investigation from the outset and in partnership with the people directly affected, that exposes this research to the charge that the approach is not scientific.  

Traditionally, ‘scientific’ research draws meaning about the real world through apparently objective approaches: quantitative methods that generate hard measurements such as statistics that deal with probabilities and frequency.  However:

All quantitative data rests on qualitative distinctions.
 

One could imagine, for example, a research project that sought to test a theory about the likelihood of destitution through generating a predictive tool that created individual scores on a composite variable.  This variable would attach comparative numeric values to, for example, country of origin combined with the extent and quality of physical evidence of torture, the amount of money in your pocket on arrival and the quality of your social capital in the host country i.e. the presence or absence of influential indigenous people who support your claim for asylum.  This approach could be coupled with ‘softer’, qualitative methods generating description and explanation of the value ascribed to each variable in each individual case…  And then it could watch and see how closely the prediction and the actuality of destitution correlated.  

The problem, apart from the ethic, of this model is that it rests upon a tacit given: that there is an objective place occupied by the researcher, and there is a subjective place.  This dualism is flawed: the act of researching, the act of learning that flows from the researching, and the actions in practice that arise from the learning and create new questions, are all human activity.  Further, as Figure 1 demonstrates, everyone - including the researcher - experiences their own “inner speech”.  That experience cannot exist in isolation from either the people around them, the prevailing ideologies or the wider material context within which they are conducting research, whatever the issue.  In this study, the process of making explicit where the researcher stands, and why, in relation to the phenomenon being investigated, creates more scientifically robust research.  The reader has the opportunity to assess the extent to which the researcher’s own relationship to the phenomenon has corrupted or distorted the data.  In this case, destitution exists independently of the study.  However, it is only the act of making the research that has brought it into the public domain and it is in that act that the dialectic has happened:

“The theory of practice remains among the underdeveloped regions of the academic world…successful theory is merely that which enables him[her] who is suitably armed to carry through successful practice.  This is the argument of the pragmatists, William James, John Dewey and even Karl Marx: to understand an idea one must be able to apply it in practice, and to understand a situation one must be able to change it.  Verbal description is not command enough.  It is from consistently replicated and successful practice that [has] distilled and concentrated the knowledge that we describe successful theory. The process by which one is transformed into the other is the scientific method and the essence of the scientific method is the experimental test”.
  

In this study – a work in progress - the experimental test has involved drawing on the theory to guide the movement of the inner speech of the destitute asylum seeker into the outer world through media, including people, that both transform individual meanings into inter-individual meanings about asylum seeking, and contest the refracted, prevailing ideology on its own turf i.e. within the media and within the body politic.  In addition, it has sought to make something constructive happen about destitution in the material world.

Conclusion

The approach developed in this study has created researching subjects and a researcher interacting with subjects. Together they have generated and disseminated shared, intersubjective meanings about the reality of the phenomenon of destitution. This has challenged the traditional power balance vis-à-vis the ownership of and control over the human labour involved in the research process.  Like the ‘communal need’
 that Revans identified as generating participation, the research labour process itself has become communally owned.  

People work together to gather data, re-produce that data as information, communicate the findings and stimulate change, where the change takes place on at least two fronts: in response to the phenomenon as it existed when the study began, and; in response to the changing nature of the phenomenon as, through participation, people begin to find ways of taking some control over a situation where, by definition, all control was taken away from them.  This is the dialectic method.

Physical Context: Social- economic- cultural- political
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