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WAST- KEY DEMANDS TO U.K.B.A TO IMPROVE THE WORKING OF THE ASYLUM PROCESS AND TO RESPECT OUR HUMAN RIGHTS  
“TO CLAIM ASYLUM IS A HUMAN RIGHT AND AS WOMEN ASYLUM SEEKERS WE ,  AND OUR CHIDREN ARE  SUFFERING  AS A RESULT OF THE WAY THE ASYLUM SYSTEM IS OPERATED BY  THE UK BORDER AGENCY”
                          WAST JULY 2011
.

WAST ADA HOUSE, 77 Thompson St, Manchester  M 4 5FY      wastmanchester@yahoo.co.uk    www.WAST.ORG.UK      
WAST

WAST ( Women Asylum Seekers Together) is a self led, self help, gender specific, group which has developed by  women asylum seekers getting together to support one another through the dehumanising, disempowering and frightening process, that is Britain’s immigration system.

WAST Manchester was formed on 15th January 2005. Since its formation, WAST Manchester has inspired the establishment of WAST groups in London and Leeds, Cardiff and Liverpool. WAST Manchester now has over 150 members and from these members there is an elected steering group running the organization and a trustees group made up of a majority of former WAST members and WAST solidarity group members.
AIMS OF WAST
· Providing safe and secure women only space and a source of support for each other, social and emotional. 
· Empowering one another, sharing knowledge and information, skills and experiences. 
· Helping each other take forward our asylum applications and run campaigns. 
· Promoting and improving our skills and experience. 
· Involving ourselves in organisational and community development activities and networking with other groups. 
· Raising awareness and lobbying on Women's Asylum issues. 
· Promoting a positive image of asylum seekers.
BACKGROUND TO WAST DEMANDS 
WAST Manchester now has about 150 members, all women asylum seekers from a wide range of countries of origin (eg including Cameroon, Congo, Ghana, Ethiopia, Eritrea, Nigeria, Ivory Coast, Sierra Leone, South Africa, Zimbabwe, Sudan, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, and Iran, Afghanistan, China.) 

The majority of our members have experienced gender based violence in its different forms, and some have experienced other traumatising experiences such as organised violence, torture, or threats to their lives in their countries of origin.  In the UK, members face additional threats to their human rights and wellbeing as a result of  UK immigration policies which can cause additonal stresses while applicants go through the asylum process, facing the stress of an unknown future, while they wait for the Home Office, often years, to make a decision about their cases. 

 There appears to be no thorough understanding or recognition of the particular forms of persecution and human rights abuses that women experience because of their gender and of particular needs as women. As a result evidence is often difficult to provide within the procedures and time limits of the system, and traumatised women are interviewed in an enviroment where they feel vulnerable, stressed,confused,and where they are without support and are often phyisically and/or mentally ill. Many WAST members frequently have to navigate the the asylum process without any legal representation and with the ever increasing cuts in Legal Aid, more women in the future will have no acess to  legal advice or represenation.
While waiting for Home Office decisions, as asylum seekers in the UK we not allowed to work, we have very limited income, and face uncertainty, loss of control, and often poor quality housing and social conditions as a result of dispersal policies. We are commonly housed in communities where racism is common, and isolation and hostility within communities adds to the existing distress of loss and dislocation from our homes, countries, and social and family networks.  Many members find there is a lack of understanding about their situations in Britain and this is made worse by the fact that we are not allowed to work to support ourselves and our families.  

We  live with high levels of fear and uncertainty because of the threat of detention or deportation.  If asylum claims fail, and appeal processes are exhausted, we often have no entitlement to benefits or housing and are effectively destitute.  Thus many WAST members women remain in vulnerable situations where their safety and security are severely compromised.  

Many members have difficulties accessing even basic social and health services.  Language barriers are common. Access to specialist support such as counselling or other psychological help to address  mental health needs is extremely limited.  Many WAST members suffer deterioration in their mental health due to both past experiences in their countries of origin, and the current stress of living as an asylum seeker.  

A number of members have additional needs, and face further barriers and discrimination in relation to their health and well being, such as those who have disabities, are HIV positive, pregnant,and those whose children have special needs.
WAST believes that it is possible to build a humane and safe asylum system which upholds our Human Rights in Britain.
The following demands to the UK Border Agency were put together in a series of discussions at the WAST weekly self help group meetings of our members over a period of two months. This as an attempt to challenge the UKBA to recognize the suffering of women in WAST and other women asylum seekers, in the asylum system in Britain today and so to address the problems outlined in the following demands and so to improve the system.
WAST DEMANDS

STOP TREATING WOMEN ASYLUM SEEKERS LIKE CRIMINALS .

The assumption seems to be that the UKBA presumes that we are lying until we can prove differently. Claiming asylum is not a crime it is a human right.
ENSURE ACCESS TO GOOD QUALITY  LEGAL AID LAWYERS.

WAST members are often left without representation at appeals or are charged thousands of pounds for poor quality advice and representation by private lawyers.  Some WAST women in detention have been charged thousands of pounds by unscrupulous private lawyers for “fresh submissions” or Judicial Review applications  which just repeat information already submitted . These woman stressed and frightened in detention are often unaware of what their solicitor is actually doing for them and are never kept informed as to what is happening until they are suddenly deported or released.
TAKE GENDER ISSUES INTO ACCOUNT WHEN WE CLAIM ASYLUM ON GROUNDS OF HAVING EXPERIENCED GENDER VIOLENCE (FGM, RAPE AND SEXUAL VIOLENCE, HONOUR VIOLENCE, FORCED MARRIAGE) 

WAST DEMAND THAT THE  UKBA;
· Provide more female workers at initial and subsequent interviews.
· Give women information as to their Human Rights in Britain, many women flee from countries where they have no rights as women and so have no idea of their rights to safety and freedom especially within marriage.
· Provide women with a supportive environment when she has to disclose gender violence.
·  Provide crèche facilities so children are not in   with her when she is interviewed with UKBA and ensure women have breaks and psychiatric support as necessary at interviews and that they are not rushed. 
· Ensure women are given clear explanations of why information is needed.
· Ensure women are given information about women’s rights in Britain, support agencies and how to access them, and the chance to be interviewed without their husbands.
· Ensure case officers take into account that a woman may not be able to tell everything at the first interview due to stress and the emotional difficulty of talking about such issues to a Western stranger. If details are left out and included at a later interview because of this, this should not be held against her at a later appeal hearing.
RECOGNISE AND USE MORE EXTENSIVELY “IN COUNTRY REPORTS” AS ACCEPTABLE AND PERSUASIVE  EVIDENCE ESPECIALLY  FOR WOMEN  WHO FACE PERSECUTION AS  LESBIANS OR WOMEN WHO FLEE GENDER VIOLENCE  
Women in these situations have particular problems in gathering evidence at the time of their persecution or afterwards due to their countries, cultural, social and political oppression against lesbian women and women who have been raped or sexually abused. Families friends and communities will often not report or support women who speak out, for fear of their own safety or because they are themselves do not believe women have the rights to.
END DETENTION
It is inhumane to lock us up and use force to put us on planes like animals. Detention for women with physical disabilities, metal health problems, pregnant women and vulnerable women is highly traumatic and is against our human rights and should be stopped immediately. Many women with post traumatic stress conditions or who have experienced violence relive the trauma again in detention and have a rapid mental and physical decline in their health in detention.
END DESTITUTION
Destitution is leaving so many of us vulnerable on the streets and forcing us to seek refuge with strangers and beg for money and is degrading and dangerous. Give us the right to work so we can support ourselves and our families while we wait often years for our asylum outcome.
RECOGNISE THAT OUR CHILDREN ARE SUFFERING BECAUSE OF THE HOME OFFICE’S TREATMENT OF US AND UPHOLD THEIR HUMAN RIGHTS AS CHILDREN .
WAST DEMAND THAT THE  UKBA;
· Stop moving us to get cheaper housing contracts many of our children have been to 2 or 3 schools and had numerous “homes”.

· Our children shouldn’t have to go to interviews with the Home Office or NASS.

· Our children should never be separated from us or see us forced out of the house or threatened by the Home Office.

· The Home Office should recognise that many of our children are being threatened to be returned to a country they have never lived in and the delays in the asylum system means they could have been in Britain many years and see themselves as settled and British .

· Treat children going through the asylum process as you would  British stressed and traumatised  children and ensure they get the emotional support while they are experiencing the trauma of the asylum system ( ie access to counselling and support at school or in the community, funding for accessing extra recreational  activities etc ).

OUR CHILDREN’S WELFARE SHOULD BE A PRIORITY

ENSURE THAT WOMEN WITH DISABILITIES ARE ADEQUATELY HOUSED AND NOT DISCRIMINATED AGAINST  IN THE ASYLUM SYSTEM BECAUSE OF THEIR DISABILITY 
Two of the WAST members who are wheel chair users both experienced being housed in homes they could not actually use a wheelchair to get in and out of  and were house bound for many months. Women with disabilities should have the same Rights under the Equality Act 2010 whether they are asylum seekers or not.

Women should not face discrimination in the asylum system because of their disability especially at a time when they are made to feel frightened and powerless to complain because of their immigration status.
WOMEN WHO HAVE LIVED IN BRITAIN FOR 5 YEARS SHOULD BE AUTOMATICALLY GIVEN THEIR STATUS. 
WAST considers that 5 years is long enough to have to wait for a decisions on our lives and ours and our children’s future .  Many WAST women have been left in “ limbo” for over 5 years and are living under extreme and continuing stress with the uncertainty day to day for so many years.
WOMEN SHOULD BE GIVEN TRAVEL EXPENSES WHEN THEY HAVE TO GO AND REPORT AT THE REPORTING CENTERS.
Currently destitute women have to pay for travel to reporting centres. Many WAST members who  have no money are forced to walk to their reporting centre sometimes weekly, in all weathers, up to  three miles.
STOP USING RELOCATION AS A REASON TO REFUSE A WOMEN’S ASYLUM CASE,
The Home Office should recognise that when they say to women they can relocate to another area in their country, they are not taking into account the cultural norms and dangers single women may face there . It is not possible in many traditional Muslim countries ,as it is in Britain , to live as a single parent or to arrive as a single women and live alone in a new neighbourhood without being ostracised and investigated and even being target and attacked  by the community.
RECOGNISE THE IMPORTANCE OF OUR FAMILY SUPPORT NETWORKS IN OUR SURVIVAL
Take into consideration when applying “ article 8”        -Right to family life- that when we have no family left in our home countries and are only relatives in the extended family are  now in Britain that it is impossible for us to survive alone in safety in our country of origin without this  family support network.
AS ASYLUM SEEKER WOMEN IN WAST WE HAVE MANY SKILLS , QUALIFICATIONS AND VARIED WORK EXPERIENCE AND WE ARE KEEN TO CONTRIBUTE TO BRITAIN AND TO WORK HARD IN OUR COMMUNITIES IN PEACE AND IN SAFETY.
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