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Abstract

In March 2002, 69 interviews were conducted amongst asylum seekers in
Nottingham, concerning their accommodation and services supplied by the 3 major
local accommodation providers, Capital Accommodation, 21* Century, and the
Refugee Housing Association. 16 of those living in Capital Accommodation property
were re-interviewed between June and September of 2002 to see if there had been

any changes since the original interview.

Respondents were unhappy about many aspects of their accommodation and their
treatment by the accommodation providers. There were many causes of discomfort
and dissatisfaction. A major problem appeared to be enforced sharing of rooms and
the resultant lack of privacy. The poor conditions of houses, and difficulty in
communicating with accommodation providers (for example because of lack of
interpreters), were frequently cited. A number of incidents of harassment by

- members of staff and threats to have asylum seekers moved or deported were also

reported.

By far the greatest number of problems was experienced by those housed by Capital
Accommodation. Those in Refugee Housing Association accommodation were the
most satisfied.

The Home Office has contracted a number of accommodation providers to supply
housing to dispersed asylum seekers through the National Asylum Support Service
(NASS). It appears that in many cases, the terms of the contract are not being
adhered to.
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In 2001, the housing charity Shelter surveyed five local authority areas in order to investigate the
conditions in which asylum seekers were living. Shelter researchers surveyed 154 dwellings housing
309 people (including 48 children). They found major problems with poor quality housing which was
damp and unsanitary, and, in some cases, dangerous gas and electrical appliances. Their report
stated that “Asylum seekers are particularly vulnerable because they often arrive in the UK already
suffering from serious health problems , sometimes as a result of torture, ill-treatment or psychological
g Having little money means they will spend more time indoors making effects of bad
housing more acute. Lack of money, language barriers and a lack of support also make it difficult for
people to carry out basic repairs to their housing to improve conditions.” (Far From Home, Shelter

2001)

Nottingham and Nottinghamshire Refugee Forum (NNRF) was set up in June 2000 to provide advice
and support for the increasing numbers of asylum seekers and refugees in Nottingham and to
campaign for their rights. A drop in centre was opened in October 2001, where regular advice
sessions could be provided. This service has been well-used and it soon became apparent that many
of the problems brought to the Centre concerned difficulties experienced by asylum seekers in their

- accommodation. There were complaints of overcrowding, lack of privacy and even harassment from
private sector landlords. NNRF volunteers decided to carry out a survey to try to build a wider picture
of the conditions in which asylum seekers are being housed in Nottingham. In March 2002, 69
interviews were conducted amongst asylum seekers in Nottingham concerning their accommodation
and the services supplied by the 3 major local accommodation providers, Capital Accommodation, - b
Century and the Refugee Housing Association. 16 of those living in Capital Accommodation property
were re-interviewed between June and September 2002 to see if there had been any changes since
the first interview.

The 3 major housing providers in Nottingham include a social housing provider, the Refugee Housing
Association, managing accommodation on behalf of the local authority, (currently supplying about 38%
of local NASS housing), as well as two private, commercial providers, Capital Accommodation
(supplying about 43%) and 21° Century Housing (17%). On the whole, the basic housing fabric and
the appliances provided for asylum seekers in Nottingham appear to be considerably better than that
found by Shelter in its survey. All houses used for asylum seekers are inspected prior to use by
Nottingham City Council’s Environmental Services Department to check standards and the safety of
houses of multiple occupation. There are also examples of good practice where support is offered
above and beyond the minimum standards outlined in the Home Office contract. |

Nonetheless, a great many problems were reported. In many cases, the terms of the Home Office’s
own contract with accommodation providers are not being met. We would argue that vulnerable
people should not be housed by private organisations whose main purpose is to make a profit.
Providing a good quality service is, however, not just a question of how much money is put into it. It is
also about attitude and values. Being treated with courtesy and respect is important to the self-
esteem and mental health of refugees — and costs nothing.

The results of this survey form the content of this report, highlighting the feelings of anger and despair
widespread amongst asylum seekers. It is our hope that this report will help to bring about some
change in the housing of asylum seekers in Nottingham and perhaps elsewhere. We do not believe
that Nottingham is worse than other places in the country and overall it may well be better than many.
We would like to see further action by the Home Office and the National Asylum Support Service to
ensure that in the future all asylum seekers have decent places to live and are treated with respect.

Nawzad Awchi, Chris Cook Cann, Jasim Ghafur, Siya Sabir, Myra Woolfson
NNRF Housing Group
October 2002







