Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW)
Shadow report regarding Asylum Seeking Women in the UK in relation to Home Office Decision Making, Destitution and Mental Health 
Report prepared in response to the eighth periodic report submitted by the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland under article 18 of the Convention
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Executive Summary
We are a network of asylum seeker-led NGOs in the West Midlands, ensuring the representation of the voices of women who may not be visible to the bureaucrats who write the State party report. The aim of this report is to critically engage with the reporting and monitoring process by providing: 
· Information on the real-life situation of asylum-seeking women 
· Evidence of violations of the human rights of women 
· Information regarding inadequacies and gaps in laws and policies and their implementation 
· Information about obstacles to the realisation of the human rights of women 
Women’s group members have met progressively over the last three years, with new groups joining as they emerged, regularly discussing issues women face day to day. We have identified and come to a consensus on the main issues affecting women from our region, which are echoed by our national partner organisations, some of whom have also contributed to this report. These key issues, which are outlined in greater depth within the report, are: 
· Article 9 – Nationality: Inadequate Home Office decision-making procedures constitute a barrier to the equal standing of asylum-seeking women in society. As outlined in this report, the government’s actions are ineffective, due to: delays and administrative problems; a lack of understanding and widespread disbelief of women's stories, of the violence they have and will suffer, their identities and political affiliations; lack of legal aid funds for quality legal representation, and a lack of quality advisors addressing gender issues; insufficient engagement with support organisations. 
· Article 11 – Employment: The main obstacle preventing asylum-seeking women from enjoying the right to employment in line with CEDAW Article 11, is the immigration legislation that removes their right to work. Historically those seeking protection were allowed to work, but in the Nationality, Immigration and Asylum Act 2002, this right was removed and the National Asylum Support Service was implemented. Meanwhile, those migrant women with the right to work would also face the same barriers as BAME women as detailed in the Equality and Human Rights Commission Report i.e. being more likely to find themselves in lower paid, part-time and insecure jobs. Being prevented from the right to employment, women tend to be disempowered and see their skills and energy being eroded, often with resulting mental health problems. It also criminalises those who do work and facilitates forms of modern slavery which exploit vulnerable people. 
· Article 12 – Health: Under CEDAW Article 12, the key concern highlighted in this report relates to women’s mental health. Refugees and asylum seekers (RAS) are more likely to experience poor mental health than the local population, presenting higher rates of depression, PTSD and anxiety. Their vulnerable mental health is due to experiences preceding migration (such as war trauma) but also to those following the beginning of migration (e.g. family separation) and negative experiences in the receiving countries, which include difficulties with asylum procedures, unemployment, poor housing, social isolation and discrimination. As for RAS women specifically, studies have shown that they are more likely to suffer from depression, also related to periods before and after pregnancy. As outlined in this report, RAS women’s mental health conditions are also exacerbated by the current policies and practices of the Home Office. For instance, it has been shown that the Home Office’s Dispersal Policy tend to relocate RAS women in remote and often inadequate accommodation, often separated from their families, hence causing emotional distress. Despite this situation, refugee and asylum seekers are nevertheless less likely to receive the appropriate support needed. One of the main reasons for this is that the UK government currently fails to screen asylum seekers and refugees for mental health issues, hence limiting the possibility of early interventions that can reduce them, other barriers being language and communication, or the fact that asylum seekers may not be at ease when talking about their experiences with a stranger, while differing cultural interpretations about psychological distress can also lead to poor healthcare intervention.
· Article 13 - Economic and Social Benefits: Amongst other shortcomings under Article 13, the key violation of asylum-seeking women’s human rights in the UK relates to destitution. The status of asylum-seeking women means that they have no right to access mainstream economic and social benefits in the UK; they are allocated benefits provided by Asylum Support Teams while they have a valid claim pending with the Home Office. Refused asylum seeking women are left destitute without any means of support. Destitution violates women’s economic and social benefit rights under CEDAW Article 13, and the effect on women is devastating: including a detrimental impact on asylum seekers’ social standing, a loss of self-esteem and acute physical and mental health problems. Asylum seeking women face exploitation and find themselves reliant on communities and charities. They rotate around the asylum system, moving from asylum support to destitution, representing their cases to get support then often being refused again. 
· Specific recommendation for Article 19 - Violence against Women: Asylum-seeking women are some of the most vulnerable survivors of violence and abuse, given that they face a greater risk of destitution and poverty.  It is well-established that perpetrators in many contexts reinforce their power by using women’s insecure immigration status and lack of access to housing and financial means to threaten them, leaving many too afraid to seek help, as sufficient safeguards and remedies are not currently in place. Abusers are often free to manipulate women’s powerlessness (due to their insecure immigration status and fear of repercussions) with impunity. While the Domestic Abuse Bill 2019
 sets out to protect and support victims and ensure agencies effectively respond to domestic abuse, we are concerned that it risks leaving migrant women behind, failing to provide them with the protections they need to break out of cycles of violence. The UK Government, by allowing immigration enforcement to remain a pervasive priority, risks deterring migrant women from reporting abuse due to fear of deportation or other repercussions. 
Our key recommendations are:
· Article 9 – Nationality: An immigration law that refuses protection to a large number of people is not adequate and needs to be reinterpreted with greater sense of humanity and commitment to international human rights standards.
· Article 11 – Employment: The UK Government ought to stop denying asylum-seekers the right to employment. We call for reform by granting asylum-seekers the right to work, which would support integration, provide routes out of poverty, give people dignity, stop wastage of those only able to get support, and bring the UK in line with other comparable countries.
· Article 12 – Health: The UK Government ought to address the policies which contribute negatively towards asylum-seekers mental health problems. Firstly, the current dispersal policies are found to worsen RAS women’s loneliness and ought to be revised. Secondly, the culture of disbelief and hostility within the asylum interview produces must be urgently addressed, including issues relating to poor interpretation. Access to healthcare, education, and work needs to be urgently improved in order to alleviate suffering during the asylum waiting period. Furthermore, the length of the asylum process itself must be urgently addressed to reduce unnecessary delays causing anxiety. Alternatives to immigration detention must be used wherever possible, and the UK Government must bring an imminent end to indefinite detention. 
· Article 13 - Economic and Social Benefits: Vulnerable women must never be released from accommodation without alternative and suitable accommodation in place. There needs to be an institutional will to implement these changes from the top down, via the Home Office. The latter ought to engage with and listen meaningfully to women’s and asylum projects across the UK that provide assistance and mutual self-help to asylum-seeking women to alleviate destitution, and to individuals facing destitution themselves – in order to resolve core issues.
· Specific recommendation for Article 19 - Violence against Women: The Domestic Violence Bill 2019 is an opportunity to protect all women in UK society, and must not leave anyone behind. To this end, British police forces must cease to share details of survivors of domestic violence with the Home Office for immigration purposes, as its continuation provides perpetrators with a tool to control their victims. This, effectively, could be understood as state complicity in cycles of abuse. The UK must guarantee safe reporting pathways, a system of full confidentiality and protection for all women who report abuse, irrespective of their immigration status. It is imperative that such policy applies to all services, including police, GPs and other statutory services. 
Introduction
“Instead of calling us names such as illegal, blah blah blah, the system should start to accept us as human beings - is that a big ask?” – CARAG Member
“My confidence was broken, made me totally different, thought the Home Office would say yes but they said no” – Refused asylum-seeking woman
“When you think you’re here, you think that you’re in a country where you think they’ll understand the reasons why you’re here…but rather they make it worse” 
– Asylum-seeking woman
The purpose of the shadow report is to provide the CEDAW Committee with information on the achievement of the substantive rights outlined in the CEDAW Convention. We have critically analysed the information provided in the State party report and outlined our contribution in the below sections. 
The report is organised by the Articles of the CEDAW Convention, to clearly allow the CEDAW Committee to review the government report Article-by-Article. Our response to Articles 1 – 5 will provide a commentary on the general approach to women, highlighting asylum seekers’ observations and interests. Our discussion on Articles 6 – 16, are more precise in drawing the Committee’s attention to specific issues. 
Nationality supersedes women’s rights – in the UK state report asylum is only discussed under nationality, not in relation to those women residing in the UK, and their ability to exercise rights as women with work, education, and health. We aim to highlight why it is important for women to be allowed to be recognised as people first and a nationality second. 
Articles 1 – 5 
As reported by the Equality and Human Rights Commission submission to the UN Committee on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women to inform the UK List of Issues June 2018, the UK has incorporated the European Convention on Human Rights into domestic law via the Human Rights Act (HRA) 1998. However, a significant shortcoming is that many international treaties affecting the rights of women, in particular CEDAW, do not form part of the UK’s domestic legal framework and therefore cannot be enforced by domestic courts. 
Asylum-seeking women in the UK typically face a continuum of discrimination and violence. Structural inequalities brought on by the current immigration system leave many women marginalised, destitute, and exposed to various forms of abuse. 
The Equality and Human Rights Commission submission to the UN Committee on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women moreover highlighted in June 2018 that some groups are disproportionately subjected to VAWG. It is beyond doubt that this applies to asylum-seeking women in the UK, who often lack access to legal entitlements and protection due to their immigration status.   
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Article 9: Nationality
While the issues of gender related persecution and violence have found a place on the international agenda, the protection provided remains ineffective due to the increased securitization of asylum across Europe
. Asylum policies have come to normalize deportation, detention, and dispersal
 of those who are portrayed as ‘threats’
, while the ‘persecution and insecurities faced by women seeking asylum are often ignored because their voices remain unheard in the dominant discourses concerning immigration and asylum’
. 
The status of RAS women in the UK is increasingly complex and diversified
, while developments in granting asylum based on gender-specific persecutions remain inconsistent
. Obstacles and contributing factors preventing women from enjoying the right to nationality include long delays in the asylum processing system, bureaucracy, a lack of understanding about trauma, poor provision of suitable interpreters, and a lack of transparent information about the process. 
Limited legal aid resources for women contribute to a lack of understanding about the asylum process in the UK, and prevent access to high quality legal advice and the competent presentation of their cases.
 
The Home Office has met with widespread criticism for making poor quality decisions based on inaccurate country information, failing to consider medical reports, and poor decisions about people’s credibility (Amnesty International
, Asylum Aid
)
. In short, the UK asylum process and decision-making are inconsistent and opaque, having been described as a ‘lottery’ by Home Office whistle blowers.
Experiences of the immigration system among RAS women in Birmingham

Asylum System Delays
Long delays in asylum application processing is one of the most significant issues coupled with poor decisions about credibility, preventing asylum seekers from beginning recovery from their trauma, and causing significant stress. The Home Office claims it has a 6-month target to make initial decisions on ‘straightforward’ asylum claims. However, the chief inspector of borders and immigration found that almost half of all claims were ‘non-straightforward’, and that half of these applicants had been waiting more than 12 months as of March 2017, despite the overall number of applications dropping
. 
Lack of information about the immigration system
Solicitors reported to us numerous occasions when Home Office staff weren’t aware of Home Office guidelines and needed to be referred to them e.g. not allowing interviewees to have a person present in the interview for emotional support. In this instance the solicitor had printed off the Home Office guidelines in advance and had to present this to the interviewing officer. When those who operate the system are unaware of their own procedures and protocol, it is easy to understand how difficult it would be for traumatized asylum seekers to comprehend a complex process. 
Disbelief of women’s experiences
An advice worker summarised that many women’s refusals are based on disbelief, a lack of understanding of their experiences, and minimisation of the harm they have suffered. RAS women described being called ‘liars’ when they have been unable to provide difficult to obtain evidence in support of their claims. 
Poor legal representation 
A team of immigration solicitors reported their concerns about the impact of anti-migrant sentiment in the UK on the Home Office and a flawed immigration system. They described both screening and substantive interviews as dehumanising experiences designed to treat the claimant as a ‘criminal’, wherein interviewing officers would consistently interrupt and distract asylum seekers, hindering an already difficult process of disclosing information. One provider described UK immigration as ‘a violent system designed to stop people providing information’. Obstacles to disclosure (such as interpreters with an incomprehensible dialect, lack of childcare facilities in interviewing centres, re-traumatisation) are given little consideration. 
Finding competent legal support is challenging, especially considering the significant drop in the number of providers offering legal aid representation for immigration and asylum cases since 2005. There was an even greater reduction in the number of not-for-profit providers, with only 36% remaining in 2018 compared with 2005. The remaining providers are therefore working beyond capacity to represent asylum seekers who are receiving ‘bad legal advice, not feeling supported, and feeling intimidated’. 
Part of the issue with the limited capacity of immigration advisers is the difficulty in navigating the legal aid system. Cuts in Legal Aid mean it is generally not available for matters not relating to the core asylum issue. 
In addition, obtaining funding for disbursements (medical reports, country expert reports etc.) can be a time-consuming battle.
 
Recommendations and concluding remarks
Our recommendations for government action under each of the issues that have been identified are: 
· Delays and administrative problems: increased resources must be provided so that the Home Office is able to meet its own target of making asylum decisions within 6 months without a compromise on the quality of decisions made.
· Disbelief of women's stories, of the violence they have and will suffer, their identities and political affiliations: caseworkers need to be re-educated, with training ideally delivered in partnership with women with lived experience of the asylum system, as well as legal and general support workers.
· Lack of legal aid funds for quality legal representation, and a lack of quality advisors addressing gender issues: increasing legal aid available would have a significant impact and making immigration law an attractive field to work in, rather than one where representatives are over capacity with every case. 
· A lack of understanding by women on their cases: provide English language support to process and understand their experiences and the system they have arrived in. It also relates to legal advisors having time to explain their cases to them and providing good communication and support. 
· Belief of and working with support organisations is imperative: the Home Office need to communicate with organisations who are the best, and often the only, voice for vulnerable [image: image10.png]@SCOI;.IME:IATORS



and disempowered asylum-seeking women, and the reality of their lived experiences.
Article 11 – Employment
Asylum seeking women in the UK have few rights under article 11 of the CEDAW convention. The Home Office sets out that those who claim asylum in the UK are not normally allowed to work whilst their claim is being considered. The Home Office may grant permission to work in accordance with this policy to asylum seekers whose claim has been outstanding for more than 12 months through no fault of their own. 
 
This violates women’s right to employment as: 
· They are barred from employment for 12 months,
· Those cases take over a year to process are restricted by knowledge of the system to apply for the right to work, and will of solicitors to make this application, according to the Guardian
 nearly half (48%) of cases take longer than a year to process,
If granted the right to work, women are restricted to the shortage of occupations jobs list, which many women are unable to obtain jobs in. This particularly affects women who are low skilled migrants, and those who have not had their qualifications recognised in the UK.  
The main obstacle preventing women from enjoying the right to employment, is the immigration legislation that removes their right to work. Women would also face the same barriers as other BAME women as detailed in the Equality and Human Rights Commission Report
, that women were more likely to be in lower paid, part-time and insecure jobs. The effect of this is two-fold: firstly, it disempowers women, eroding their skills and energy to work, often with resulting mental health problems. It also criminalises those who do work and facilitates forms of modern slavery which exploit vulnerable people. The lift the ban coalition detail the effects more extensively. 
The UK government states that it encourages asylum seekers to volunteer whilst their claim is being considered. The Government suggests that women, by volunteering for a charity or public sector organisation, can support their local community and will find it easier to integrate into society. We believe that allowing asylum seekers to volunteer does improve their ability to find employment later, but does not facilitate their responsibility to allow women access to the employment market.  
Article 12 - Health
Asylum seekers’ and refugees’ mental health
Refugees and asylum seekers (RAS) are more likely to experience poor mental health than the local population (Tribe
, 2002), presenting higher rates of depression, PTSD and anxiety (Fazel et al
., 2005; Keyes, 2000; Mental Health Foundation
, 2016; Steel et al
., 2009; Tempany
, 2009; Turrini et al
., 2017). Their vulnerable mental health is due to experiences preceding migration (such as war trauma) but also to those following the beginning of migration (e.g. family separation) and negative experiences in the receiving countries, which include difficulties with asylum procedures, unemployment, poor housing, social isolation and discrimination (Porter and Haslam
 2005; Steel et al
 2009). 
Despite this situation, refugee and asylum seekers are nevertheless less likely to receive the appropriate support needed (Aspinall and Watters
 2010). 
Experiences of mental health among RAS women in Birmingham

What we observed confirmed a number of aspects highlighted in the literature discussed above. RAS women report to experience the following mental health issues: loneliness and isolation; depression; PTSD; stress and anxiety; anger. Some also reported also: suicidal thoughts; being forgetful; sleeping problems; having flash backs. 
All women went through traumatising experiences before applying for asylum, either in their home countries or in the UK (such as war, persecution related to sexual orientation, sexual slavery). Moreover, since they have been forced to flee their countries they often do not have family or close friends in the country of arrival and therefore they feel very often lonely and isolated. As mentioned above, the dispersal policies of the British government further exacerbate this feeling of loneliness and state of isolation. Our analysis focused on RAS women’s mental health state in the UK and highlighted a number of elements that contribute to the worsening of their mental health during the process of asylum application and afterwards. All the women we talked to lament the negative experience of the asylum interview. Those who do not speak English well complained about the interpreters.
The lack of accurate translation from the interpreters can worsen even further the experience of the interviews, which is often reported as “horrible”, “unpleasant” or “bad”. All women reported that they did not feel listened to or understood during the interview. 
The British government in the Eighth periodic report submitted to CEDAW (2017, p.18) states that all asylum caseworkers are trained with specific focus on gender based harm and gender sensitive approaches. 
However, the evidences we collected show that this is not the case, officials on the day of the interview often behave in an insensitive and careless manner. “The interviewer wasn’t listening” (Ethiopian asylum seeker) and “It feels like they’re asking me the same question but they’re not accepting my response” (Nigerian migrant) are two common ways of describing the day of the asylum interview. 
The feeling of being treated as a ‘criminal’ or as a ‘liar’ is pervasive among the RAS women we talk to and has been confirmed by legal advisers working with RAS women.
Even when asylum seekers provide evidences in support of what they say, they perceive a constant hostile attitude from the interviewer, who questions everything they say as if they were lying. 
Overall, with regard to the asylum process, RAS women agree that they do not feel treated as proper human beings. Some even argued: “We are treated as lesser humans. We had lives before coming here” (RAS woman advocate, CARAG) and “They don’t treat us like humans, but like numbers!” (Nigerian migrant). 
The fact that the ‘legal status’ is a requirement for a series of other rights creates obstacles for the access to healthcare and education, and prevents them from accessing employment, which worsen the mental health of RAS women. Many RAS complained about the difficulties in registering with a GP, someone said “when we go to the GP they don’t accept us because we don’t have ID, proof of address etc.” (Algerian refugee). Education and employment are also considered crucial for the quality of life. 
Work and education are fundamental in maintaining a healthy mental state for asylum seekers. As an Ethiopian asylum seeker said: “I want to work, go to college, so I can be busy… but now I’m not, I’m at home, thinking about my case, my family… it’s not good”. Not having anything to do exacerbates the already high incertitude of the lives of asylum seekers. 
Another element of uncertainty and anxiety relates to the immigration reporting centres where asylum seekers are required to sign periodically. 
Anxiety is therefore produced by the high uncertainty experienced during the asylum process: asylum seekers do not know if they will be able to stay or not, they do not know when they will receive the response to their application, they do not know how the interview is and what they will be asked, they do not know if they will be believed, they do not know what is accepted as credible evidence. The threat of deportation also adds up to this anxiety, mostly for RAS women who risk their lives in their country of origin. 
In short, our research with women shows how the officials dealing with RAS women and children are often not careful or sensitive, despite the training they undertook, as described in the Eighth report submitted to CEDAW (UK Government, 2017). 
These negative experiences during the asylum process can be further exacerbated by two elements: one is detention, and the other one is the negative attitude towards RAS diffused among the local population. An Algerian refugee was put in detention for 6-7 months during her asylum application. She got the refugee status in the end, but she really struggled both mentally and physically during the period of detention and still today suffers from the effects that this experience had on her current mental health. 
Concluding remarks regarding mental health 
The asylum process in the UK can make women’s poor mental health conditions much worse Overall, the RAS women, lawyers and advocates we talked to highlighted the following as the most important elements affecting RAS women’s mental health during the asylum process (and beyond):
· Dispersal policies worsen RAS women’s loneliness;
· The interview produces often long-term feelings of being misunderstood, treated like a criminal and a liar (this can be exacerbated by the poor translation of interpreters);
· The hostile attitude of the interviewers often transforms the interview in a traumatising experience;
· Difficult access to healthcare, education, and the impossibility to work produce a feeling of being ‘suspended’ and make the waiting for the application outcome even more difficult;
· The delay and the waiting for the asylum application outcome increases anxiety (also exacerbated by monitoring practices to which RAS are subject to, such as the signature at the immigration reporting centres);
· Asylum officials are often not careful in dealing with emotional states of RAS women and with the children involved in the situation;
· Detention is a very traumatising experience;
· The negative attitude spread among the local population make RAS women often feel stigmatised. 
All these aspects contribute to the poor mental health of RAS women. As a Cameroonian asylum seeker put it, in a simple yet very honest and concise manner: “Being an asylum seeker is hard”.
Article 13: Economic and Social Benefits
Asylum seeking women have no right to access mainstream economic and social benefits in the UK; they are allocated benefits provided by Asylum Support Teams while they have a valid claim pending with the Home Office. Refused asylum seeking women are left destitute without any means of support. Destitution violates women’s CEDAW Article 13 economic and social benefit rights.  
In the UK State report
 there is no mention of destitute asylum seekers in the writings on Support for low income families.
Provision of support for asylum-seekers
In considering adequate standards of living and social security in the context of the CADEW Articles, the Equality and Human Rights Commission report
 states that according to the homelessness charity, Crisis, in 2017 an estimated 236,000 individuals in Great Britain were homeless, an increase of 33% since 2011. Evidence suggests that women sleeping rough may be particularly vulnerable.
Refused asylum seekers face very high risks of destitution. The Government states that if people are refused asylum, they must return to their country of nationality; however, a large number of people cannot be forcibly removed. It has been estimated that 90% of refused asylum seekers remain in the UK and brave destitution rather than electing to leave (Blitz and Otero-Iglesias
 2011:662).  People choosing to live underground lives rather than returning to their country are often vulnerable and exploited. A new social category of ‘asylum seekers’, separated in policy and discourse from refugees, stigmatises them as ‘bogus’ and ‘undeserving’ (Sales
 2002:464). 
In many cases, however, a persons’ claim is refused for reasons far beyond their control. Poor decision making by the Home Office factors into this, as does insufficient or inadequate legal assistance and even constraints once legal assistance is in place. For example, the Legal Aid Agency will typically refuse to grant funding for expert reports ‘pre-decision’ – ‘pre-decision’ here being synonymous with ‘pre-refusal’ of the initial asylum claim. 
The immediate obstacle is the refusal of their right to remain in the UK as refugees. The extension of this relates to their exclusion of social, economic benefits and the right to work. 
Living standards in asylum accommodation 
Within the context of the Home Office re-tendering process for asylum accommodation contracts in autumn 2018, Refugee Rights Europe, MEENA Centre for Women and Children and the Baobab Project in Birmingham, investigated asylum accommodation provision for asylum-seeking women in Britain.
 The research found that the Home Office and its contractors have failed to ensure safe, hygienic and dignified housing for asylum-seekers in Britain, and calls for serious efforts by the Home Office to ensure a transparent approach in which accommodation providers are held to account over the coming years. 
· 41% of respondents did not feel safe inside the accommodation.
· 50% of respondents said they found their accommodation ‘dirty’ or ‘very dirty’ when they moved in. 
· 66% of respondents reporting that they had seen vermin. 
· 31% of respondents reported having witnessed violence within the accommodation.
· 24% of respondents did not know where the fire exit was located.
· 29% of respondents said that they had signed a document when moving in, which they did not understand. They were either scared of asking questions, or too desperate to finally move in.
· 32% of respondents did not feel safe raising complaints about their accommodation to their landlord or housing officer, the majority of them because they were afraid of losing their accommodation.
Asylum accommodation for women in Britain does not represent any form of safe haven for people having gone through unimaginable hardship. Housing providers and staff must be able to respond effectively to the specific safeguarding needs of women, mothers and individuals with special needs, and therefore need to be trained in complex trauma as well as sexual and gender-based violence, trafficking and related issues. 
We invite the CEDAW Committee to read the following report for further evidence and recommendations: http://refugeerights.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/11/RRE_FinallySafe.pdf 
Non-state input and considerations
There are many reports from organisations into destitution of refused asylum seekers outlining the obstacles preventing them enjoying the right to basic necessities, these include:
· Refugee Action’s
 (2006) report describes destitution from personal perspectives. It considers the fairness and the impact of destitution alongside questioning whether the current government policy of exclusion is working.
· The Children Society’s
 (2008) study focuses on destitution in the West Midlands. This charity produced a follow-up report
 (2012) which provided personal testimonies from destitute families and support organisations to show severe destitution, deprivation and exploitation among asylum seekers, refugees and migrant children.
· Crawley’s
 (2011) Oxfam report provides a comprehensive and detailed description and analysis on survival and livelihood strategies of refused asylum seekers.
Within the research conducted, several key issues were raised by women who had been in the position of destitution and/or were facing it: 
· ‘They dehumanised me; I was treated like cattle going to a dip, they don’t care, you’ve no voice, no choice, no freedom’
· ‘My confidence was broken, it made me totally different. I thought the Home Office would say yes but they said no’
· ‘For five years I was destitute before I heard about charities’
· ‘It is harder for women. We are vulnerable, very vulnerable. The things I’ve experienced since I claimed asylum, I never thought I'd experience. I’ve learnt from them but am saddened I had those experiences and they’ve affected me how they have.’ 
· ‘As a woman you cannot sleep on the road, you cannot sleep outside.’ 
· ‘I made relationships that are not wanted but I had nowhere to sleep; I was exploited.’ 
· ‘Temporary accommodation: helps people not to be a prostitute’. 
· ‘Money for menstruation pads is a problem. I went to friends, didn’t tell them I didn’t have pads, just went there and said, oh, I’m on, even though sometimes I wasn’t menstruating, I get pads, go home and keep them for when I need them.’ 
·  ‘We are just numbers to them, they do not see us as people.’
The State response
The UK government continues to enforce destitution as a policy after the refusal of asylum claims.
 This approach is highly misguided and does not take into account the complexities of women’s lives. There is inconsistent and unsubstantiated decision making on asylum claims, or the refusal of support, or delays in support. 
Recommendations and concluding remarks
The government do work with the voluntary sector to improve their working practices, via stakeholder forums, but this is not enough. Measuring the effectiveness of asylum support policy and practice is done by the charity and academic, research bodies, who all generally call for action to relieve the problems. 
Women’s and asylum projects across the UK provide assistance and mutual self-help specifically to asylum-seeking women to alleviate destitution. Our recommendation is that the Home Office listen more to these groups and to individuals facing destitution to resolve the core problems. 
Some groups also compile detailed reports into why women claim asylum and the treatment of these women; studies include: 
· Women for Refugee Women reports, include ‘Refused: The experiences of women denied asylum in the UK’ (Dorling et al
. 2012), and ‘Detained: women asylum seekers locked up in the UK’ (Girma et al
. 2014). 
· Asylum Aid research reports on asylum and gender issues, including ‘I feel like as a woman I’m not welcome’ (2012
), ‘Unsustainable’ (2011
) and ‘Relocation, Relocation ‘(2008
). 
· IARS, user-led research reports on the experiences of women who have been survivors of abuse and power ‘Abused No More: The Voices of Refugee and Asylum Seeking Women’ (Challenger 2013
). 
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Specific questions for General Recommendation 19: Violence Against Women 
Violence against asylum-seeking, refugee and migrant women
Migrant women are some of the most vulnerable survivors of domestic abuse, given that they face a greater risk of destitution and poverty.  It is well-established that perpetrators in many contexts reinforce their power by using women’s insecure immigration status and lack of access to housing and financial means to threaten them, leaving many too afraid to seek help, as sufficient safeguards and remedies are not currently in place. Abusers are often free to manipulate women’s powerlessness (due to their insecure immigration status and fear of repercussions) with impunity. 
Domestic Abuse Bill 2019
While the Domestic Abuse Bill 2019
 sets out to protect and support victims and ensure agencies effectively respond to domestic abuse, we are concerned that it risks leaving migrant women behind, failing to provide them with the protections they need to break out of cycles of violence. 
The UK Government, by allowing immigration enforcement to remain a pervasive priority, risks deterring migrant women from reporting abuse due to fear of deportation or other repercussions. British police forces must cease to share details of survivors of domestic violence with the Home Office for immigration purposes, as its continuation provides perpetrators with a tool to control their victims. This, effectively, could be understood as state complicity in cycles of abuse. The UK must guarantee safe reporting pathways, a system of full confidentiality and protection for all women who report abuse, irrespective of their immigration status. It is imperative that such policy applies to all services, including police, GPs and other statutory services. 
We recommend that the CEDAW Committee consults further concerns raised, and recommendations made, by the NGO coalition Step Up Migrant Women (SUMW). 
 
Training, awareness-raising and supporting vulnerable groups
The UK Government must make further efforts to safeguard asylum-seeking, refugee and migrant women as part of its VAWG strategy. While it pledges, in the 2016-2020 strategy, to provide “mandatory training for those making decisions on asylum cases has been reinforced with training on sexual violence, including the links between VAWG and memory loss”, we are alarmed by reports that women who disclose domestic violence, rape, or other forms of gender-based persecution to the Home Office when they make their asylum claim continue to face disbelief and detention, as reported by the UN Special Rapporteur on Violence Against Women in May 2015.

With regards to access to support services, research evidence from women’s asylum accommodation in Britain
 highlights that housing providers and staff are generally unable to respond effectively to the specific safeguarding needs of women. 

Analysis and Conclusion 
This shadow report has ensured the representation of the voices of women who may not be visible to the bureaucrats who write the State party report. Through this report, the contributors have critically engaged with the reporting and monitoring process by providing: 
· Information on the real-life situation of asylum-seeking women 
· Evidence of violations of the human rights of women 
· Information regarding inadequacies and gaps in laws and policies and their implementation 
· Information about obstacles to the realisation of the human rights of women 
These key issues outlined within this report, under the relevant CEDAW Articles, were:
· Inadequate Home Office decision-making procedures
· Asylum-seeking women being prevented from enjoying the right to employment
· The severe mental health situation for asylum-seeking women 
· The acute risk and occurrence of destitution
· Asylum-seeking women not being adequately protected against VAWG
In sum, the report has highlighted why it is important for women to be allowed to be recognised as people first, and a nationality or immigration status second. 
We are aware that highlighting problems is easier than suggesting solutions, or at least suggesting solutions which are practical and not based on ideal scenarios with limitless time and resources. Nonetheless, as front-line organisations working with asylum-seeking women on a daily basis, we are convinced that the difficulty in finding a solution cannot bring the search for a solution to an end. It means we must think bigger, work more effectively, and try harder to fix what is clearly not working. 
The report has laid bare serious shortcomings in the UK Government’s attempts to meet the standards set out by the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women. The UK Government must make every effort to ensure that the CEDAW applies to all women living in the UK, irrespective of immigration status.   
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