





In Conversation with… Emily Edwards, Scottish Refugee Council

Pedro: So, could you briefly introduce yourself, the Scottish Refugee Council and the work that you do? 
Emily: Yep, sure. Well hello to you both and to the listeners. My name is Emily Edwards. I'm the Housing Development Officer at Scottish Refugee Council.
So, we the national refugee and asylum charity in Scotland. Our main client group are asylum seekers and refugees. We've got offices in Glasgow and in Dundee. The majority of our clients are in Glasgow but we have been seeing an increase in people spread across Scotland. We've always worked across Scotland, but previously kind of more in small pockets, but that work is really increasing a lot more now. 
We've got a range of frontline services, so we've got our helpline, which is open every day of the week, sort of immediate advice and support. We've got our destitute asylum seeker service, our family rights service, that's for families who are new to the asylum system. We've got our refugee integration service, which supports people once they've got their status granted and kind of navigating all the processes after that point. We're also doing a lot of work through that service with people arriving from Ukraine. And then we've got our community development team, our learning and development team, which I'm part of, and policy and comms. And then all the kinds of people who make everything else happen like HR and finance and all the rest. 
We're a pretty busy organisation. There's a lot of work going on. And just to say as well that it's actually refugee week when we're recording this. So, we've got a lot of events being held this week to celebrate refugees, and that's kind of quite a nice pause, I think, for all of us, in a year that's been quite relentless in terms of policy and everything else, so actually having some time to celebrate is very important as well as part of the work. 
Pedro: Thanks very much. And, could you just explain a little bit more about what your role specifically is? 
Emily: Yeah, sure. So, as housing development officer, my focus is on refugee housing. So, I work closely with housing associations, setting up nomination agreements to refer people where possible so that they can directly nominate those people to housing associations to get them into tenancies faster. And generally, kind of attending meetings with the local authority, keeping up to date with housing policy and practice, linking in with the policy team, and raising issues as well, when we see them. I also, as part of my role, develop training and give external presentations.
I mean, housing is such a big issue within the refugee sector and it's kind of impossible to separate, I think, from all the rest of the issues as well. So, I do end up sort of talking about everything that's going on. And my background is as a caseworker. For the last five years, I've been doing various different types of asylum support casework and casework with refugee families arriving through family reunion. So, kind of have seen first-hand, the various issues and problems that are going on. 
Yeah, so that's sort of the main things I do really. I tend to also get pulled into various other strategic kinds of conversations, particularly reflecting at the moment on the new legislations that are coming through. 
Pedro: Right. A lot then. You're doing a lot then.
Gareth: Thank you so much for that, that's really interesting and no doubt we'll pick up on some of the details particularly around housing, as you were talking about, but just to start with, because it is a highly complex and, you know, politically charged sort of space. Could you just explain a little bit about the asylum system for us and for our listeners, please?
Emily: Yeah, absolutely. I mean, that is a complicated question to answer, particularly at the moment when there's so much change going on. But I think giving a little bit of background to how the system has worked, might just help with the context for how things are changing. But essentially how things have been working is that the vast majority of people who are seeking sanctuary, would need to claim asylum when they arrive in the UK. So, it's not possible to claim asylum outside of the UK. People couldn't just walk into an embassy in the country where there's fear and persecution from that government, they couldn't walk into the British Embassy and say, I want to claim asylum. That, just obviously doesn't function.
So, it's necessary for most people to travel here by “illegal” means, which currently looks like people crossing in small boats, previously people would use lorries. Or there were people who would manage to get fake passports and things and would travel over on those. Some people in the past have come to the UK on visas and then claimed asylum once they arrived here. But the reality is that the Home Office knows which countries people tend to claim asylum from, so those countries are places where it's very difficult to get a visa from. 
There has historically been a small number of protection schemes, mainly through UNHCR. So, people, and it tended to be people who'd been living in camps, in like Jordan and Lebanon, for a long time, who were extremely vulnerable, who would be selected as part of the resettlement program. Would be selected and then would come to the UK and to other countries. And they would arrive with Refugee status, which would then give them access to benefits, housing, et cetera. But that group was a very, very small group anyway, and that has now stopped, that scheme is no longer working. The Ukraine scheme does have elements of that at the moment, in that people can apply directly for a visa to come to the UK, and when they step foot here, they then have immediate access to benefits, to housing, et cetera.
Now, asylum seekers, so sort of highlighting that for people with refugee status, asylum seekers, when they've made a claim for asylum, they will not have access to public funds. They are not entitled to work, although there has recently been a slight change in that people who are waiting for more than 12 months for decisions, can apply to work if they can do something that's, do a job that's on the shortage occupation list.
Previously, that had been like very specific jobs like, Ballerina, Astronaut, specific sort of high skilled things, but they've now added care work to that list, so more people have been able to get work through there, but as we know, care work tends to be zero hours contracts, quite precarious work, so it's not necessarily ideal for people.
So, when asylum seekers are waiting for their decision, so they would submit their claim and they'd have two interviews to sort of look through their whole story. This process can then take years and years and years for there to be a decision, even an initial decision, and then a lot of people end up going through appeals processes, getting refused, having to resubmit evidence. If you think about people who've had to flee their country and travel, they might not necessarily have all the correct documents, it might be difficult for them to access the documents, et cetera. So, people are stuck in limbo. Mostly being unable to work, not able to claim benefits. There is a limited amount of money available through the Home Office, and this is called asylum support. The rates for that are currently 45 pounds per week, and there's a little bit extra added on if people have got kids. And that's for people who are housed in home office properties, which tend to be very poor quality, mould infested, in a state of disrepair housing. But we're actually seeing an increased use now of hotels and other institutions, like planned uses of barges and army barracks. And people who are in that kind of accommodation, there is food provided. So, they would only receive nine pounds a week, and that's, you know, nine pounds to pay for travel, to top up your phone, to keep in contact with your family. So, people who are in the asylum system are living on very small amounts of money, and it can be for an incredibly long time. And just a point on working. If people do then get the right to work and to do care work, they then risk not being able to access the housing that the Home Office provides, if they're having a small income that takes them above the destitution threshold. So, then they would need to privately rent, because they wouldn't be able to access anything through the council, etc.. So, people are really kind of stuck in difficult circumstances for a very long period of time. And that's kind of how the system has been working. But I think I'll go on in a minute to talk a little bit more about how it's kind of all changing.
Gareth: Thank you, Emily. That's, you know, a depressing picture, but it's a good picture of how things look at the moment. 
Pedro: Yeah, so you've kind of talked a little bit about, you know, the key challenges that asylum seekers are facing. But do you want to talk us through the Scottish Refugee Council's principles of a fair and humane asylum system?
Emily: Yeah, so we would like to see global solidarity and responsibility sharing, and we believe that all countries should play a role in providing sustainable solutions. And a big part of that is aimed at our country and that we should be accepting the part that we play, and not trying to shirk that responsibility, as is currently happening. 
The vast majority of refugees are in neighbouring countries to the country that they fled from, and then within Europe, there are far more people who're in Greece, in Italy, very few people actually make it to the UK. So, this idea that we hear in the media, that somehow the UK has these very high numbers is just nonsense really. 
We also believe that people should have effective access to the asylum process and that all people seeking protection should be able to do so. It's a very complex bureaucratic system that's becoming increasingly harder to access. I explained previously just about how people need to be in the UK on UK soil to be able to claim asylum. And with the new legislations at the moment, the Illegal Migration Bill and Nationalities and Borders Act, those aimed to penalise people for the method that they travel here. Even without that element of things, the process is very challenging. If somebody's in Glasgow and they're claiming asylum, they'd normally be told they need to go down to Croydon. If you think someone doesn't have any money, how are they gonna get there? There's big delays even to request asylum and to get an interview. So, it's not made easy at all, at that point. 
We also believe in a fair and an efficient asylum system, because we see day in, day out the impact of the waiting, of the limbo, that it has on people's mental health, that it has on their experience of life, on the kids who are growing up in the system. The more prolonged the waiting is, the harder it is to move on with your life, if and when you do get granted status. And, you know, for me, that's a case in itself, um, that I believe everyone should be able to thrive and live the best life they possibly can. But if you also look at it from an economic perspective, the costs to the NHS, then, you know, beyond, if people are out of work for a really long time, their mental health is really bad, they're more likely to be unable to be getting into a situation where they can support themselves. So, it's, you know, it's for the benefit of everyone that the asylum system would work much quicker and not force people to be to be stuck waiting for years.
A big issue that we're concerned with, is about reception conditions, and we believe that those promote dignity, empowerment and integration. Unfortunately, we're seeing an increasing move towards institutionalised accommodation, the increased use of hotels. There's been a lot of research done around integration. We were part of the AMIF project, and we also work closely on the New Scots strategy, and all of the research says that the best possible outcomes can happen when there's integration from day one, when people are living in the community, people can learn the language, people can connect with their neighbours, and the opposite happens if you kind of shut people up in hotels or in barracks on the outskirts of various towns.
So that's one part of it, but we're also now increasingly worried about the sort of move towards making reception centres very degrading and to sort of the lowest possible level that they need to be. Because the people who are accessing these facilities, have experience of trauma, torture, people may have been detained. And it's incredibly triggering, to be put in these kinds of conditions. So, we don't think that's necessary. We think that it's vital to promote dignity and to empower people and to support their integration from day one. We believe strongly in refugee integration, and we think the policies can and should support refugees to realise their full potential, because that's what people want to do. They want, they arrive, they want to get stuck in and get involved in their communities, to work, to continue their studies. People have a lot of energy to be doing all these things and we believe that the policies should support that.
And finally, we think it's important that dignity and humanity is also extended to those who are found not to be in need of protection. People who are refused asylum should be treated in a safe, dignified and humane way at all times, rather than being forced into destitution. Because so many people who are in those circumstances, in fact, many people do end up going on to make fresh claims and to manage to access further evidence to support their cases and then eventually get granted asylum, in the end. But from a kind of humanity perspective, these people should also be able to access dignity and to be treated well, as well. And we've got a big push at the moment, with the Illegal Migration Bill, and the general sort of political direction, that we have a system that protects, not penalises, because that sort of undermines all that we believe. 
Pedro: Yeah, there's a real sense of what we've talked about in other episodes of this podcast with other sort of types of marginalised people or minority groups, is this sort of sense of otherness and there seems to be a sense of enforced othering of these people at the moment and just to every possible turn really. So yeah, I mean, it's always shocking to hear all that, you know, in one place. You hear snippets of that in the media or in discussions or what you read etc. But yeah, hearing it all laid out like that is pretty shocking.
Gareth: Yeah, it really is. And I think this leads on, I know we've touched on this a little bit, but just kind of interested really in your thoughts Emily, around sort of if you've got a sense of what works in terms of protecting refugees, and this is particularly around accessing accommodation and housing. And I know we've touched on different elements of housing refugees in the way that, you know, hotels have been used and that sort of thing. But yeah, for the audience, just give a bit of a sense around what the housing situation looks like. And then, you know, some thoughts on what really works in terms of good, as you say, integration and housing for people.
Emily: Yeah, so as I mentioned, the kind of housing that asylum seekers tend to be in is either in hotels or in Home Office properties, which are run by private contractors. So, in Glasgow, that's Mears, and the accommodation provided tends to be very poor quality. We see lots of infestations and just generally grim conditions. And then once people get granted their status, they actually have 28 days to move on from those properties. And people are sort of propelled into the homelessness system, which, as I'm sure you've discussed endlessly here, is very challenging for people and having such a short amount of time to have gone from being in the asylum process, kind of finally maybe understanding how that bureaucracy works, to being in a totally different system, and people have to then leave their flat and be moved into temporary accommodation. We're seeing a lot at the moment, due to the housing crisis in Glasgow, we're seeing a lot of people being housed in B&Bs and in hotels. So that's kind of what we're seeing at the moment. In terms of what should be happening, the sort of best-case scenario, I would say it's the same as for the general population, it's the same as for you and me, what any of us look for in our housing. People need real homes where they feel safe and part of the community. They need to be able to live close to infrastructure so their kids can go to school, they can access healthcare. Community based housing is proven time and time again to be best for integration, and if possible, facilitating choice and limiting the number of moves people have to make. The time when asylum decisions are made is, yeah, as I mentioned, there's the 28 days, but it doesn't fit with, you know, school terms or anything like that. So, that's a big concern for people being uprooted and families with kids going through the asylum process will have likely had to uproot their kids numerous times. Moving them across countries, across continents. And actually, being able to settle them in one school is a real important factor for families. People need quality housing that's well insulated, watertight. Particularly with the cost of living crisis and the rise in bills, the housing needs to be affordable as well, and it needs to be quality. 
Also, for this particular group, that have experienced so much trauma, so many people have PTSD. And that's trauma through what's happened to them in their home country, trauma through their experiences on their journey, and there's trauma again through the process of going through the asylum system, and that they experience when they're in this country. So, housing should be trauma informed, or at the very least should not be adding to trauma. So, for example, things like housing having decent windows, proper locking windows, enough natural light, so people are not feeling like they're caged in, you know, that's not bringing back those kinds of memories of detention or imprisonment and things like that. And also, accessibility based on people's needs. So, ground floor access where possible. Looking at the health needs that people have, often refugees and asylum seekers will have greater health needs than the rest of the population because many people will have not had access to proper health care for periods of time, to proper nutrition. People may have sustained injuries and then not been able to access medical care. We see lots of people with disabilities and health needs as well. 
I think the other thing that we really hear from people is wanting to be in neighbourhoods where they feel safe, where they feel connected to their own communities, but they also feel welcomed by the host community. It's important for people, for their kids to know other people who perhaps speak the same mother tongue as them. People who practise the same religion, eat the same food. Essentially people say, we want to be near people from our own country to be able to speak our language, but we also want to get to know our Scottish neighbours, and that comes through really strong from talking to clients. 
Pedro: Do you have any examples of things that are happening, like grassroots sort of things, any community things that are examples of, sort of positive examples of practice? Like, it might not be an organisational level, but if there's areas where that community sort of integration has worked well, or any sort of, I don't know, small success stories that you might be aware of, anything that other people might want to replicate, I guess.
Emily: Yeah, well, I mean, I think it's a pertinent question and to be asking it in Refugee Week and the theme is hope. And I'll be honest, you know, I've been doing some other presentations this week and we're really having to dig deep for hope at the moment and to find positive examples of things because it seems, increasingly like situations are just getting worse and worse, and yeah, I've spoken about how difficult the housing is for people in the asylum system, but then once people are granted their status, they're then launched into the mainstream housing system, which as we know is in crisis, there's a housing shortage. So, it's hard to find good examples, but I would say that there's, in Glasgow particularly, there's some fantastic integration networks doing amazing work, kind of on a grassroots level, and whether that's ESOL classes, women's groups, craft groups, kid’s activities, things that are based in the communities, but are also provided for people to access and to connect with each other. And I think that having those bonds, between people who are in the communities, that goes a long way to making people feel at home, feeling like there is something there for them in the place where they're living. 
In terms of something wonderful that's being provided in housing, I don't have an example of that, I'm afraid. I wish I did. And it might well be that there's some little magical corner that I'm not aware of, but I think if that exists, it's being kept very secret. 
Pedro: Yeah, fair enough. Yeah, I don't really know what to say to that. It's sort of sad to hear, but hopefully change is on the way, I guess, but I don't know. I don't know what that looks like, as you say.
Emily: Yeah, I think, I mean, change has to happen. And I think that's one of my big hopes at the moment, that and kind of talking about these issues and hopefully getting them out to a wider audience. The general population is actually a lot more caring towards refugees and asylum seekers than the government would have everyone believe. And I think that what we've seen with Ukraine, has shown the outpouring of support. And in fact, actually, you know, with the homes for Ukraine scheme, that's, I don't believe hosting is a long term solution by any means and there's a lot of challenges with that, and particularly challenges around the fact that, you know, this scheme is only offered to people from Ukraine, but there are people fleeing from conflicts all around the world, but, you know, the fact of the mobilisation that was possible with that and to be able to quickly have people providing space in their homes, as temporary measures, there have been many examples of that being a really, really positive experience. And obviously, there have been great connections there being built between the host and the guest, and integration into the local community and people being shown around. But I don't think by any means that that's a long-term solution. People want their own homes, they want their independence, they want to be able to establish their own lives as any of us would. 
Pedro: Yeah, yeah, absolutely. 
Gareth: I think that idea of hope as well, just from my experience working with people in housing, kind of housing practice, housing providers, there always feels like there's a real sense of it's more than just a job when it's housing, you know, people really care about the people in the communities that they're working with, and I think, Emily, from what you've been saying, just some of those things around, if we just listen to people, listen to what people want, then that's kind of a way forward, isn't it? In terms of finding the right housing for people. And I know people centered housing and that approach is something that always comes through when I'm talking to anyone working in housing and it just sometimes feels that that kind of mismatch between kind of policy at a more national level and what we want to be doing on the ground. So, I think it's really interesting and yeah, hopefully, as you say, sharing these messages can help inspire.
So just to round off and as we sort of mentioned, I'm coming at this with a bit of a research background and Pedro with his policy and practice background, but I think we know that working together, sharing evidence, research, best practice, is the best way forward. So really just any thoughts that you've got on what we could be doing, what kind of research is needed, or if there is currently, I know you've mentioned some of the research around integration, what the current work is out there that people can go and have a read of?
Emily: Yeah, so I think I have mentioned, about the AMIF project and the AMIF funding, and that was a massive European fund that, I was trying to work out the dates, that I think was from 2018 to 2023. Most of the projects I've been working on in that time period have had some elements of AMIF funding. That fund funded many, many asylum and refugee projects across the UK. And there was a strand of that project that was linked to research. So, both Scottish Refugee Council and also the Red Cross worked very closely with researchers from Queen Margaret University. I think their research, done by Strang and Agar, around the indicators of integration, which, I've mentioned a few of the things actually, like their bonds and their bridges, those ideas, those concepts, they were sort of the basis for this funding and for all the projects that sort of came out of it.
I'd also encourage people to read the New Scots Strategy. We're actually still waiting on the newest one to be launched for this year. But you can read the previous one and that again actually speaks to some of that research done by QMU, and I think through that research you can see a blueprint for how things should work and the ideal situation. And unfortunately, the kind of, the bleak reality is at the moment, it's as if the UK Government has taken that research and those examples and said, right, how can we do the exact opposite of that? And the elite, their Illegal Migration Bill, the plans are to completely decimate any of the positive concepts that are put forward in that research.
So, I do think, I want people to have a note of hope and to really think about trying to push back about what's going on. It is essential that people are aware of how terrifying the Illegal Migration Bill is, it's going through government at the moment, but is likely to be passed into law in July, and this will essentially outlaw claiming asylum. It will no longer be possible for people to claim asylum, is the essence of the law. And with that, they'll rip up any kind of possibility of integration. And I think our hope is, based in the grassroots, in the activists, in the voices of refugees and asylum seekers themselves, and amplifying everything that they're doing, and there's loads of fantastic groups, there's like the Voices Network, who put out some brilliant campaigns. And then collaboration between all of the third sector, all of us working together to actually, you know, recognize that we need to combine forces, basically, and we really need to, to you know, share ideas and work together against this.
And we hope for the Scottish Government to stand up against this bill as well. So, it's a difficult time, but it's more important than ever that people who are outside of the sector are educated and aware about what is going on, can find their part to play in this, and whether that's just amplifying other things having conversations with people who are uninformed. I always think it's important to look at your sphere of influence and see what you can do, and that might just be having a conversation with one person or it might be, you know, a lot, you might have a lot more power than that, but looking at where in your own life you can make a difference.
Pedro: Yeah, thanks very much for that. 
I want to ask you a question that we didn't have written down, and you can feel free not to answer this question, but just, on a personal note, as someone who's working within this, how do you stay sane, I guess? Like, how do you manage, when you're being faced with that every day. Something that I've spoken about before, or heard spoken about before, is this thing about empathy fatigue, and when you're working within that sphere, it's hard to stay engaged and maintain that empathy, while maintaining your own mental health.
So, as somebody who's working within that, and for anyone else who is working within that and is faced with that sort of trauma, I guess, all the time, and that sort of, I don't want to say hopelessness, but that might be what it feels like. How do you cope with that? Or how do you deal with that?
Emily: I think that's a really, really good question. And that's definitely something that I've thought about a lot. So, my role now, I'm not delivering frontline services, but I've only been doing this for about six months, and prior to that, I spent the last five or more years delivering frontline services. So, the way that I managed was focusing on the small wins, and actually, I feel like gradually things sort of went downhill. I started off, my first role was around family reunions and was facilitating the reunions of families who in many cases have been separated for many, many years, and actually often going to the airport with people, supporting people to finally be together with their kids again, they finally got them safe in this country. You know, the sort of endorphins that you got from that kind of encounter were fantastic, and you'd have this wonderful happy moment, which was then followed by a lot of challenges because then, helping people get settled, get integrated, get all of their sort of admin housing, etc. sorted, not necessarily easy. But since then, working in the asylum system and working with destitute asylum seekers to get them onto asylum supports, housing and money from the Home Office, the way I sort of carried on going with that work was, yeah, it's really celebrating the small wins. And it might be, we've got someone a bed for the night, you know, it might even be as small as this person who was too afraid to trust us has come back and is willing to read through the forms and to work with us. 
I think that face to face work, connecting with people, is motivating in itself and actually that was something that was much harder in COVID with sort of remote working. I would say as well that I was always really conscious, and then when I was managing a service as well, really aware of this, that it's much easier for me to be able to do this work and then switch off at the end of the day and do something else. And many of our colleagues have got lived experience. And so, supporting other people in these situations is triggering for them, reminds them of their own experiences and is incredibly hard for them to disconnect from, particularly because there may be people that they know in the community. Knowing that somebody needs help, and then you also see them that evening at the mosque or whatever, that's very, very hard to stay kind of mentally well in that situation.
And then I think now it's easier, I suppose, because I'm not having those day to day really challenging conversations. But I think it's critically important when you're doing this sort of more strategic work to not be disconnected from the experiences that people are actually having.
Pedro: Absolutely. 
Emily: So, now I think it's kind of looking at the big picture, and I suppose trying to see what it is that I can do, and doing that to the best of my ability. I think that's, yeah, that's the way to do it. And, and to know that if I wasn't doing this, I think I would find it harder to be just carrying on with my nice easy life, knowing that this is all happening. 
Pedro: Absolutely. Well, thanks for that. Thanks for sharing that. And thank you for coming and speaking to us, and it's been really illuminating and very sobering to hear what you have to say. But hopefully what you've said will get into the ears of people who need to hear that and have the power to at least make small changes, even in the area that they live in or wherever, and add to the overall charge, I guess. But yeah, thanks so much for coming. 
Gareth: Thank you very much. 
[bookmark: _heading=h.gjdgxs]Emily: Well, thanks for having me.
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