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CHAPTER 3

New Communities: Asylum
Seekers and Dispersal
PATRICIA HYNES AND ROSEMARY SALES

Introduction

Refugees arriving in the UK to seek asylum encounter a battery of policies
designed to deter them from entering the country and to ensure that their stay
is both unpleasant and short. These measures include detention, deportation,
compulsory dispersal and enforced destitution. This chapter focuses on compul-
sory dispersal, which was introduced in the Immigration and Asylum Act, 1999,
and implemented from 2000. Dispersal involves sending people who have made
a claim for asylum from London and the South East of England to other cities
and larger towns. This forced movement often separates them from family and
social networks, dispatching them to places to which they generally have no
connection and where they often meet a hostile reception.

The introduction of dispersal was accompanied by the establishment of a cen-
tralised agency, the National Asylum Support Service (NASS), to administer the
system. NASS slowly began a process of regionalisation before being officially
disbanded in 2006 when the Borders and Immigration Agency (BIA) took over
the running of asylum support. The BIA was renamed the UK Border Agency
from April 2008 but compulsory dispersal continues.

Dispersal fundamentally changed the geography of settlement of those seek-
ing asylum and the provision of accommodation and services (Hynes, 2006).
Before then, most had remained in London while awaiting the outcome of
their application since fellow nationals and community support networks and
organisations were concentrated there (Carey-Wood et. al., 1995). Recent initia-
tives to promote the integration of those granted refugee status have a strong
regional dimension, with support conditional on retaining a ‘local connection’
in dispersal locations, further embedding regional patterns of settlement.

Compulsory dispersal involved a continuation of the punitive policies on asy-
lum which had been implemented since the 1990s. It represented, however, a
radical break with the principles underlying previous dispersal programmes.

39
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These had involved groups who had already been recognised as refugees and
thus had secure legal status. Access to mainstream financial and welfare support
was a key principle of these programmes (Hale, 1993) and refugees were enti-
tled to seek employment. Those in the current system must make individual
claims for refugee status, becoming ‘asylum seekers’.1 Their status is thus inse-
cure and their stay is expected to be temporary. The rate of success for asylum
applications is low and the government has stated its determination to deport
the majority of ‘failed’ asylum seekers with targets for removals introduced in
2002 (Somerville, 2006). Asylum seekers are excluded from mainstream services
and the labour market and thus remain largely segregated from society.

Another key difference lies in the criteria for selecting dispersal locations. In
earlier programmes, this was based on the availability of employment (Kushner
and Knox, 1999) or secure accommodation (Carey-Wood et al., 1995). In the cur-
rent programme, it has been based increasingly on the availability of temporary
housing, which is generally concentrated in areas of economic deprivation.

The political context of the contemporary programme is also profoundly
different. Groups of refugees arriving following highly publicised emergency
situations, such as the Vietnamese ‘boat people’ (Duke, 1996) or Bosnians dur-
ing the conflict in former Yugoslavia (Guild, 2000: 84), initially met a broadly
sympathetic reception from the public and mainstream politicians. Recent
political rhetoric and media coverage has been predominantly hostile (Lewis,
2005), suggesting that most asylum seekers are ‘bogus’. Furthermore, the poli-
cies themselves, by identifying them as asylum seekers, have made them more
visible and thus vulnerable to racism.

This chapter discusses the implementation of dispersal and its implications
for social cohesion. It draws on research which examined the experience of
dispersed asylum seekers based on interviews with individual, as well as rep-
resentatives of, agencies providing service in London and three dispersal areas
(Hynes, 2007). Fieldwork took place between November 2002 and February
2005, before the abolition of NASS. The process described, however, is similar
in most respects to that under the new structures.

We begin by outlining the policy context and tensions between the restric-
tive asylum policy and the growing official concern over social cohesion. We
then discuss the experience of individuals within the dispersal system, explor-
ing the stages through which they pass between arrival and a decision on their
claim. Finally, we discuss the implications of dispersal for social cohesion. We
suggest that compulsory dispersal and the punitive way in which it has been
implemented may undermine social cohesion through inhibiting asylum seek-
ers from forming connections in the areas to which they have been involuntary
relocated. Nevertheless, many resist being cast into limbo by these policies and
engage in an active process of rebuilding a sense of identity and belonging.
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The policy context

Asylum and immigration policy

The development of dispersal took place within the context of European poli-
cies, both at European Union (EU) level and in individual states, which focused
mainly on deterrence. This has involved closure of borders and reducing the
social rights of people seeking asylum. The coordination of EU immigration
and asylum policy accelerated with preparations for the establishment of the
European Single Market in 1992. The opening of borders within the EU raised
concerns to protect the external borders from outsiders (Geddes, 2000). It coin-
cided with increasing refugee movements following economic and political
crises in many regions of the world, including the collapse of states in East-
ern Europe. There was a fourfold increase in asylum applications between 1985
and 1992, from 159,176 to 674,056, to the 15 states which were then members of
the EU (Levy, 1999).

EU asylum policy has involved both formal treaties and informal intergov-
ernmental agreements developed outside EU structures. Many policy develop-
ments have originated in the Schengen Group, in which ministers from major
EU states meet to develop policies on border control and security, and have sub-
sequently been incorporated into EU law. For example, the ‘one chance rule’,
which prohibits people from making asylum applications in more than one EU
state, was included in the Dublin Convention, 2000. British governments have
both implemented EU policy and developed their own initiatives, often going
beyond the requirements of EU directives.

EU policy has been concerned mainly with border control while the treat-
ment of asylum seekers has been left largely to individual states. There have
been some moves to guarantee minimum conditions, for example a directive
which allows them to take up employment if their asylum application has been
outstanding for a year. Similarly, the 1951 Refugee Convention, which includes
the internationally recognised definition of a refugee,2 has been signed by all
major refugee-receiving countries but its implementation, in relation to both
the process by which applications are assessed and the support provided for
applicants is a matter for individual states.

Conditions for people seeking asylum therefore vary across European states
but several have introduced dispersal. In Sweden dispersal began in 1985 and
later developed into a ‘Sweden-wide’ strategy of compulsory dispersal (Hammar,
1993: 110; Andersson and Solid, 2003). Germany introduced a system of ‘inter-
Lander burden-sharing’ in 1974, which was followed by legislation in 1982
including measures to reduce the social rights of asylum seekers. These poli-
cies were in line with proposals for ‘burden sharing’ at EU level put forward by
individual states, including Germany and the UK (Thielemann, 2003) although
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subsequently rejected. The language of burden-sharing has, however, helped to
frame the debate on asylum. It is highly ideological, presenting asylum seekers
as inherently problematic and dependent and therefore without agency. Dis-
persal in Germany, as in Britain, was, however, as much about ‘deterrence and
control’ as spreading costs (Boswell, 2003).

Britain had no domestic asylum legislation until the 1990s although the
Refugee Convention was ratified in 1954. Following the increase in refugee
numbers from the 1980s, a series of measures were initiated which have made
their status more insecure and whittled away their rights (Sales, 2007; Schus-
ter, 2004; Solomos, 2003). These have created a new legal and social category
of ‘asylum seeker’ (Sales, 2002), increasingly distinguished from refugees. Since
1993, there have been six major Acts concerning immigration and asylum each
of which has created a different system of support alongside previous arrange-
ments, ‘leaving a complex tangle of law, provision and regulation’ (Mayor of
London, 2004: 8).

The Asylum and Immigration Appeals Act, 1993, incorporated the Refugee
Convention into immigration rules and created the process for dealing with
asylum applications. The Immigration and Asylum Act, 1996, removed bene-
fits from those making late asylum claims (‘in country’ applicants) and those
appealing a decision. The High Court subsequently ruled that local authori-
ties had a duty to provide ‘in kind’ support to destitute asylum seekers. They
were given vouchers exchangeable at designated supermarkets, thus identify-
ing them as asylum seekers. Another significant aspect of this policy was the
shift in the cost of supporting asylum seekers from national to local authority
budgets. They were concentrated in a few boroughs, mainly in London and the
South East (Robinson et al., 2003), many with high levels of deprivation (Audit
Commission, 2000a). The policy imposed strains on depleted housing stock and
overstretched budgets and local authorities lobbied for dispersal to relieve the
pressure.

A national system of compulsory dispersal system was introduced in the
Immigration and Asylum Act, 1999. Dispersed asylum seekers were entitled
to temporary accommodation on a no-choice basis and to social support.
Those able to arrange their own accommodation could avoid dispersal by
opting for Subsistence Only support. The government claimed that the new
system met international obligations, since ‘genuine’ refugees would be pre-
pared to undergo a temporary period of hardship until their claim was
established:

. . . those who are genuinely fleeing persecution are looking for a safe and
secure environment which offers a basic level of support while their applica-
tions are being considered. Such people will not be overly concerned about



July 28, 2009 14:56 MAC/ETHNIC Page-43 9780230_007796_04_cha03

PROOF
Patricia Hynes and Rosemary Sales 43

whether that support is provided in cash or in kind, nor about the location in
which they are supported.

(Home Office, 1999).

The primary aim of policy, as outlined in official documents, was however,
to control entry and reduce incentives for ‘economic migration’ (Audit Com-
mission, 2000b: 9). Dispersal thus became, with deportation and detention, one
of the ‘normalised essential instruments’ of control (Bloch and Schuster, 2005:
491–512).

Social cohesion

Restrictive asylum policies have been pursued as part of increasingly selective
‘managed migration’ policies (Flynn, 2005) in which access to permanent res-
idence and citizenship have become conditional on meeting more stringent
tests. At the same time the government has become increasingly concerned that
migrants or refugees deemed eligible to settle should integrate into British soci-
ety. Social cohesion is the ‘currently favoured shorthand’ (Zetter et al., 2006:
4) to address these conflicting priorities. The concept has been defined in vari-
ous ways but, according to one official report, includes a ‘common vision and a
sense of belonging for all communities’ in which diversity is positively valued
(ODPM, 2002, quoted in Temple and Moran, 2005: 5).

The development of the cohesion agenda took place in the context of political
and economic changes which are widely seen as creating social fragmenta-
tion and dislocation. While the causes are multidimensional (for example, the
decline of traditional employment, increased privatisation of welfare) they are
widely attributed to the impact of globalisation. Immigration and ethnic diver-
sity have been represented as a primary cause of this fragmentation in both
official and popular discourse. As Castles (2000) argues, immigrants are the most
visible sign of globalisation while its real causes are invisible and complex.

Official concern over social cohesion in Britain was given considerable impe-
tus with the ‘riots’ in some cities in the North of England during the summer
of 2001. The report which investigated these events (Cantle, 2001) claimed that
Asian and white families were living ‘parallel lives’ with little meaningful inter-
action. Another crucial element was the ‘war on terror’ and in particular the
London bombings of July 2005. These attacks have been interpreted by many
people as evidence that some sections of the British Muslim population have
loyalties which conflict with those of Britain (CRE, 2005: 10).

The promotion of social cohesion owes much to the concept of social capital
most associated with the work of Robert Putnam (2000, 2007). Putnam defines
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social capital as ‘social networks and the associated norms of reciprocity and
trustworthiness’ (2007: 137). He argues that social capital can produce benefits
to those involved in networks and thus ‘can help mitigate the insidious effects
of socio-economic disadvantage’ (2000: 319).

Reliance on social capital has been widely criticised as presenting an over-
positive view of social networks and ignoring the power relations in which they
operate and the processes of exclusion as well as inclusion which they involve
(see, for example, Griffiths et al., 2005). Not all participation in local commu-
nities promotes cohesion, as the resurgence of extreme right racist groups in
Britain demonstrates (Zetter et al., 2006: 10). Furthermore, the promotion of
‘socially cohesive neighborhoods’ through encouraging common values may be
seen as a substitute for policies to tackle disadvantage (Cheong et al., 2007).
It was not lack of understanding of British values that brought young British-
born Asian men onto the streets during the summer of 2001. On the contrary,
they were expressing frustration at what Young describes as their ‘widespread
cultural inclusion followed by structural exclusion’ (Young 2002 p. 15).

Compulsory dispersal embodies in extreme form the tensions between the
agendas of rigid immigration control and social cohesion. By segregating them
from mainstream society they are prevented from building the connections on
which social cohesion is based. Furthermore, the rhetoric which demonises
them as ‘undeserving’ undermines the trust on which relationships might be
built. Thus for asylum seekers, who experience institutional exclusion, social
networks based on fellow nationals (Putnam’s ‘strong ties’ and ‘bonding’ capi-
tal) may be a survival mechanism and reflect their exclusion from society rather
than being the basis of participation.

Another tension within the social cohesion agenda lies between the promo-
tion of shared values and the valuing of diversity. The developments discussed
above have hastened the official retreat from multiculturalism and a renewed
assimilationist agenda (Rattansi, 2002). Prominent in this has been the promo-
tion of ‘Britishness’ with ceremonies to celebrate the acquisition of citizenship
and the search for a common identity and a set of values which can be claimed
as British (Goldsmith, 2008; Rogers and Muir, 2005). As Stevenson (2007: 3)
argues, however, ‘there are clearly potential tensions between the desire to cel-
ebrate common values and the notion of Britain as a nation that is welcoming
and accommodating of a wide range of cultures and belief systems’.

The assimilationist agenda was evident in official justifications for disper-
sal which it was claimed would reduce racial tensions which might arise from
‘visible’ concentrations of ethnic minorities (Robinson et al., 2003: 164). This
thinking represents outsiders as inherently problematic, requiring ‘tolerance’
from the ‘host’ society. The notion of British people as fundamentally ‘tolerant’
towards immigrants has been a consistent theme in official thinking (Holmes,
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1988) and has underlied the notion that good race relations are dependent on
rigid immigration controls (Sales, 2007). Introducing a new strategy on immi-
gration in 2005, Tony Blair suggested that the British ‘tradition [of] tolerance is
under threat’ (Home Office, 2005) from unwanted immigration. This negative
perception of immigrants, of whom asylum seekers have become the main cur-
rent target, impacts on all deemed outsiders, including those ‘genuine’ refugees
who are later expected to integrate and become part of cohesive communities.
We return to these issues below in the light of the discussion of the experience
of dispersal.

The implementation of dispersal

In preparation for dispersal, in 1998 the Home Office invited local authorities
to form consortia in order to bid for contracts with NASS to provide accom-
modation and support for asylum seekers. Although they varied across regions
(Griffiths et al, 2005) these consortia were generally composed of representatives
of local authorities, health authorities, housing providers and voluntary sec-
tor agencies including the major refugee agencies such as the Refugee Council.
Their role was determined by central government and they had ‘responsibility
without ownership’ of the policies they facilitated (Harrison, 2006).

Negotiations between NASS and regional consortia were long-drawn-out and
often conflictual, whereas contracts with private providers were often negotiated
faster. Some regions, such as the South West, relied solely on private accom-
modation in the early stages, a major departure from the local authority-led
model which was originally envisaged (Zetter et al., 2002). An initial criterion
for choosing dispersal locations was that they already had ethnic minority pop-
ulations and some supporting infrastructure. It was also intended to ‘cluster’
asylum seekers into linguistic groups to facilitate better support. These criteria
were soon abandoned as the availability of accommodation came to override all
other criteria and as many as 80 different nationalities were sent to some dis-
persal locations. In line with the thinking about the dangers of concentrating
ethnic minorities, the ratio of asylum seekers to the local population was to be
a maximum of 200 in each dispersal location. This too proved difficult, as a
representative from a regional consortium explained:

So much depends on the local resources, the back-up support, the make-up
of the host community, all those sorts of things. That figure 1 to 200 has sort
of haunted the Home Office ever since.

The initial geography of dispersal was thus based largely on the availability of
temporary housing, which implies low demand or unpopular accommodation
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Table 3.1 Regional distribution of asylum seekers in NASS/BIA accommodation by UK
cluster areas, June 2001–2007

Region June
2001

June
2002

June
2003

June
2004

June
2005

June
2006

June
2007

Yorkshire &
Humberside

5,930 9,560 10,055 9,555 8,000 6,610 7,745

North West 5,870 9,500 9,755 7,325 6,155 4,655 6,810
North East 4,060 5,750 5,475 4,620 3,620 2,925 3,310
West Midlands 3,610 9,340 9,600 7,820 5,530 4,020 5,685
East Midlands 1,490 4,054 4,165 2,850 2,210 2,055 2,220
Greater London 620 2,230 2,845 2,035 1,225 1,190 1,545
South West 480 815 1,095 1,255 920 995 1,135
South

Central/South
East

360 1,040 1,290 940 610 545 460

East of England 210 520 570 670 540 490 465
England total 22,620∗ 42,805∗ 44,850∗ 37,070∗ 28,810∗ 23,490∗ 29,385∗

Northern
Ireland

90 165 110 120 155 190

Scotland 5,040 5,885 5,580 5,640 4,730 5,230
Wales 1,150 2,130 2,375 2,285 2,335 2,475
UK total 49,085∗ 53,050∗ 45,135∗ 36,855∗ 30,710∗ 37,280∗

∗ total includes ‘disbenefited cases’8 (Source: Home Office9)

(see Table 3.1). Dispersal to places where such accommodation was available
ensured that asylum seekers were concentrated in areas with high levels of social
exclusion. Nearly 80 per cent of the initial dispersal locations in England were in
the 88 most multiply deprived districts identified by the Social Exclusion Unit
in 2000 (see Map 3.1). These concentrations remained relatively fixed over time
since contracts were awarded for periods of between three and five years, while
later dispersal areas tended to follow this same pattern (see, for example, Atfield
et. al., 2007). These areas were often historically associated with immigrants
and ‘chosen because of their unpopularity’3 and thus offered limited infras-
tructure. The focus on cheap accommodation also meant that asylum seekers
were highly concentrated in some areas, increasing their visibility. In practice,
then, dispersal brought concentrations of asylum seekers to particular locations.
A Home Office report suggested that emerging ‘ghettos’ of asylum seekers and
refugees in deprived areas hindered their ‘future integration into communities’
once granted refugee status (Home Office, 2005: 7). Another service provider
summed up the connections:
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88 Most deprived
local authority districts

indices of deprivation 2000

Rankdep2000

N

E

S

W
1–88
89–354

Map 3.1 Eighty eight most deprived Local Authority Districts, 2000.
Source: Department of the Environment, Transport and the Regions, Indices of
Deprivation 2000.

It was the more deprived areas that had available public sector housing. Coun-
cils saw that as an ideal opportunity of actually utilizing that vacant housing,
getting some income and whole streets suddenly became asylum seeker areas.
You are halfway to disaster.

Asylum seekers opting for ‘subsistence only’ (SO) support were heavily
concentrated in Greater London. This reflects the availability of family and
wider social networks since this group were dependent on others to provide
accommodation. This difference between where asylum seekers chose to go vol-
untarily and where they were compulsorily relocated underlines the way in
which dispersal cut people off from support networks.
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In the early years of dispersal, asylum seekers were required to apply to the
Home Office to have their application for refugee status assessed and separately
to NASS for financial assistance and support with accommodation. In 2006
a ‘New Asylum Model’ was introduced which involved ‘segmenting’ asylum
claims into different categories according to their perceived ‘credibility’ with
different procedures for assessing their claims. This involved greater control
over asylum seekers during the process of status determination to enable them to
be arrested if their asylum application failed. Detention on arrival became more
common and those detained had their applications heard through fast-track
procedures.

After NASS was abolished and its functions taken over by the Borders and
Immigration Agency, support was claimed in the same way, with accommo-
dation on a no-choice basis. The system was changed again in 2007 when the
asylum claim and the social support were brought together under a single ‘case
owner’ responsible for every aspect of the contact between the Home Office and
the asylum seeker.4

The following section discusses the experience of asylum seekers within the
dispersal system using interviews carried out during the NASS period. While
the ‘NASS system’ looms large in these accounts, the fundamental nature of the
programme, and particularly its punitive and compulsory character, remains.

The experience of dispersal

We have our roots in our hands. We carry them from place to place. Then we
put them down and have to pull them out again. You are waiting for life for
years. You have no rights to define what you do (Iranian refugee in dispersal
area, July 2003).

A case worker, describing the dispersal process, said, ‘This is where the suffer-
ing begins’, suggesting that for refugees seeking asylum, arrival in Britain is
often associated with pain rather than with regaining a sense of security. Suspi-
cion and mistrust were fundamental to the process, and for many arriving alone
with little knowledge of the system, this was an unexpected element of their
experience. Faisal5 from Sudan described his initial reaction:

It is very difficult. You don’t know what the process is . . . . You can’t do any-
thing, because you don’t understand the system. . . . Before they listened to
my case they warned me that if they didn’t believe me they would send me
back. . . . They give you the feeling that they are suspicious of you and don’t
even listen to your story.
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Involuntary dispersal meant that asylum seekers lost control over where they
lived and what they could do. They become subject to rules made by other
people which they have no option but to obey. As David from Zimbabwe put it,

I was taken over by NASS. I was funded by NASS now. This is where you
wait to be dispersed to whatever area they give you. I am not trying to bite
the hand that feeds me.

The system was complex and asylum seekers often had difficulty in distinguish-
ing between the different functions of the Home Office since both the asylum
interview and the application for support involved similar questions. They also
tended to see all those who they had to deal with as part of the ‘NASS system’
and were not always able to distinguish between representatives of refugee agen-
cies who assist with completing application forms and immigration officers who
decide on their claim. Confusion was compounded by the pressure to apply as
soon as possible after arrival since failure could harm their asylum claim and
lead them to be deemed ineligible for support. Dispersal involved a number of
distinct stages which we discuss below.

Emergency accommodation

Initially, there was a period in emergency accommodation pending dispersal
until Induction Centres were phased in from 2004. Although it was planned
that this would last for only seven to ten days, it could be much longer and the
accommodation was basic. Single people and even families were often placed in
shared accommodation, as Saida from Lebanon describes:

They put us together with singles, about four singles. And no one knows how
to clean or to take care of themselves. There was only one shower for all of
us. The singles would sit in the sitting room, drink and watch television. We
cannot keep him [the baby] in the small room we had.

Her baby had an accident on the day of her arrival and was taken to hospital.
The family was left completely alone, not knowing how to get back to their
accommodation.

Nobody came to get us from NASS . . . . We didn’t know where we were.
We had no money. We didn’t know our address because we arrived during
the night.
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This period of waiting was marked by frustration, boredom and uncertainty.
It was impossible to put down roots since friends could be dispersed to dif-
ferent locations. Adults made few attempts to access education or other services
because of the feeling of temporariness they experienced. David from Zimbabwe
commented,

The question of education did not come into it before dispersal, because of
the uncertainty of the length of time you were going to stay there. You never
knew. If I was to start college or school one day, I might be dispersed the
next day.

Dispersal became a lottery as people waited to find out where they would be
sent. David recalled this period:

Every morning at 9 o’clock, somebody would come in from NASS, and pin up
names, lists of names on the walls. . . . I spent September, October, November,
December, until the 6th of December. During that time, every day I looked.
The rest of the day you go back to your room and just wait.

His name finally appeared next to Lincoln, a town he had never been to or even
heard of. He was given a train timetable and told to find his own way:

Nobody knew I was coming. I did not have an address. It was the middle of
winter, 6th of December. I had run out of money on my mobile phone. I had
to find a police station. It was very difficult. A black man stuck in a county, a
country environment like this in Lincoln. I had put on a very nice summer
suit to arrive there. I must have looked a sight.

David had attempted to adopt a ‘strategy of invisibility’ (Malkki, 1995) by
arriving smartly dressed in this new city, but found that he was highly visible in
the new location.

Dispersal

Lack of choice over the location or type of accommodation added to the diffi-
culties for asylum seekers in regaining control over their lives. They retained
the stigmatised identity of ‘asylum seeker’ which David had attempted to shake
off and remained subject to strict monitoring and required to report regularly
to police stations. Other agencies were involved in the system of control. Land-
lords had to report to the Home Office any absence of more than a few days as
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well as any form of anti-social behaviour. Felicia from the Congo described how
her private landlord interfered in her life:

I didn’t like him because he came in my house anytime he wants. I had no
privacy! In my house! Every time I go to school he went into the house to
check everything. One day I was in the toilet. I knew my children were in
school – British schools – so I took a shower. I was alone in my house. I only
had a small towel around me and he was there!

Although allegations of poor standards were widespread, complaints to NASS
tended to be met with disbelief or indifference. In Leicester, participants living
in the International Hotel reported lack of hot water, poor food and windows
which had been painted over, but, as Duran from Kosovo commented, ‘They
don’t accept our problems, they don’t believe us.’

The coincidence between dispersal and deprived areas compounded feelings
of exclusion which were felt not merely in material deprivation. Many partici-
pants mentioned problems in obtaining bank accounts, loans, credit cards and
mobile phones as a result of living in areas with ‘bad’ postcodes. Ali from Libya
complained about the poor reputation of the area to which he was sent:

These are very bad areas. You see people lying in the street, drunks. Very
bad. . . . police always come to our neighbours.

Access to services was limited and uneven. One participant in Bristol, who
had been tortured in his country of origin, was refused registration with a GP
because he had a temporary address. Other research has suggested that dispersed
asylum seekers experience barriers to health and education (BMA, 2004; Rut-
ter, 2003). Dispersal can be dangerous for people with particular health needs.
The National Aids Trust (2006), for example, found serious concerns about the
health of asylum seekers with HIV. Separation from community structures also
makes it difficult to gain help such as interpretation, exacerbating isolation
and depression. Asylum seekers are forced to rely on fellow nationals, who are
already experiencing severe exclusion themselves, for practical and emotional
support (Griffiths et al., 2005).

Frequent and unexpected relocation, which was an integral part of the dis-
persal process, compounded the sense of limbo, making it difficult to begin to
put down roots and entrenching social exclusion. It inhibited the rebuilding
of social trust as developing social contacts in the dispersal location – whether
based on ordinary day-to-day encounters or involving deeper relationships –
were broken. Relocation could take place within the same region or even to
a totally different region. The experience of Felicia, who was moved from the
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West Midlands to the South West, illustrates the disruptive impact on the lives
of both adults and children.

Sometimes they tell you, you have two weeks and you must move. . . . It is not
good for me or for the children because my child, she missed her technology
exam because it was the middle [of the term]. She had nearly finished her
programme and since we came here she hasn’t gone to school. . . . If you say
no they stop the money so you must.

The decision

A positive decision can be a cause for celebration and the point when refugees
can start rebuilding their lives. It also marks a recognition of a refugee’s ‘victim-
hood’ although the process of acknowledging the loss that this has entailed may
take many more years. The decision also brings immediate practical difficul-
ties. Those granted refugee status must leave dispersal accommodation within
28 days and start negotiating with a new set of agencies. Although they are enti-
tled to access policy initiatives aimed at promoting integration, links between
these structures and the dispersal system were poor and gaining information
was difficult. Integration programmes are locally based so people lose casework
support and accommodation if they move. In applying for social housing they
are restricted to the dispersal area where they are deemed to have a ‘local con-
nection’ but are no longer considered in ‘priority need’ of public housing unless
they can prove, for example, medical need. Many felt adrift once again at this
‘move on’ stage, as Pierre from Burundi commented:

NASS services are really awful. Once you have got your refugee status, they
cut everything and you are almost paralysed.

In recognition of the problems in transition between asylum and refugee sta-
tus, new pilot projects – the Strategic Upgrade of National Refugee Integration
Services (SUNRISE) – were announced in 2005 to administer the process. SUN-
RISE has had, however, little impact on the availability of housing, particularly
for single refugees. Refugee community organisations continue to fill gaps in
services, securing temporary accommodation for those whom formal agencies
are unable to assist.

A negative decision clearly creates even more difficulties. They face eviction
after only seven days and only emergency support is available. They also acquire
a new label, ‘failed asylum seeker’. Many go underground, becoming undocu-
mented, in order to escape deportation. For Rashid from Sudan the decision
crushed his attempts to rebuild his life:
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You start getting on well in your life, you make friends, you talk about dif-
ferent topics . . . you start having hope that you can be part of the society in a
way. Suddenly you get a letter killing all the hope, it changes your life com-
pletely and you have to start thinking about the problem of immigration and
police.

Dispersal – policy-imposed liminality

For participants in the study the main experience of dispersal was loss of control
over their lives, creating a sense of liminality, or limbo. This was intensi-
fied by the lack of choice over where they lived and the frequent relocation.
They found it difficult to know who they could trust, were treated with suspi-
cion and were continually called upon to answer questions and to repeat their
story. Mistrust was intensified by a process which rendered them powerless,
forced to wait passively for decisions to be made by others, decisions which
may appear random. Refugees must constantly demonstrate their vulnerability
(Baines, 2004) to be accepted as ‘genuine’ and to gain access to material sup-
port. This creates an unwanted patron – disadvantaged client relationship in
which the imperative not to offend those with power over their lives undermines
autonomy and dignity. Service providers, particularly those from voluntary
agencies, may find it difficult to establish boundaries around the support they
offer (East, 2008).

The NASS system undermined individuals’ attempts to rebuild a sense of
self. The ‘one size fits all’ character of the process meant that individual his-
tories and characteristics were subsumed under the label ‘asylum seeker’. The
implementation of dispersal meant that they retained this stigmatised identity
in the areas to which they were relocated.

Some asylum seekers attempt to regain some control by resisting the demands
imposed by the system, adopting mistrust of officialdom as a survival strategy.
Given their vulnerable legal status, direct confrontation may not be possible but
informal resistance takes a number of forms. For many within the dispersal sys-
tem, this involved what the Home Office called a ‘failure to travel’ to dispersal
locations. A private accommodation provider commented,

They usually don’t bother to get on the coach if they don’t want to go. A lot
of them don’t arrive when we go to meet them at the coach station.

Others, like David, ‘opt out’ of the NASS system. He left his NASS accommo-
dation before permission to work was revoked and took up employment:
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I said this is useless. There was no reason to live off public money. I didn’t
feel good. So, I left NASS and stayed with a couple of my friends. And then
eventually I became independent.

More direct and well-publicised forms of resistance have taken place in disper-
sal locations. These include extreme acts such as stitching up eyes and mouths
to symbolise that the system denied them a voice. Kurdish asylum seekers
organised a hunger strike in Liverpool in 2004.6 Another set himself alight in
the office of Refugee Action in Manchester after being refused refugee status.
Unable to find a specialist solicitor and, with no permanent accommodation, he
had been unable to access a GP in order to obtain a medical report to support
his appeal.7

Many refugees in the study resisted the dehumanising impact of the system
by investing in a future in the UK even though their status was insecure. They
learned the language, made friends from the ‘settled’ population and partici-
pated in volunteering schemes when unable to take up paid employment. In
spite of the obstacles placed in their way, they started to develop the skills and
networks which could enable them to build a new life.

Dispersal and social cohesion

The study, like other research, suggested that dispersal has complex impli-
cations for social cohesion in dispersal areas. On the one hand, the forced
movement of people to places where they have no connection, and where they
are visibly outsiders, may generate tensions. Dispersal has produced widespread
conflict and racism, including violence and even murder, which have led to sev-
eral dispersal locations being suspended or ceased. On the other hand, it may
provide opportunities for the kind of everyday interaction which can reduce
hostility and build positive relations. Significantly, a report by the Institute for
Public Policy Research (IPPR) found that negative attitudes towards asylum
seekers were based on ignorance, and concern was often in areas where there
were ‘few or no asylum seekers’ and where little meaningful interaction has
taken place (Lewis, 2005: 1).

The experience is complicated by regional variations in the structure, man-
agement and implementation of dispersal (Griffiths et al., 2005). A study for the
Refugee Council found significant differences in support services, ethnic diver-
sity and refugee communities in different dispersal areas (Atfield et al., 2007: 15)
which impact on the ability of refugees to participate and move towards some
form of integration.

Many of the negative aspects of the current programme lie in its coercive
and compulsory character. The policy context has problematised the whole
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nature of asylum, contributing to negative public attitudes. As Temple and
Moran (2005: 4) argue, the starting point of meaningful and lasting relationships
between communities can be built only when all have a say about the terms on
which they relate to each other. In contrast, dispersal has often involved the sud-
den arrival of groups of newcomers to areas which had previously been relatively
ethnically homogeneous. This made them highly visible, a visibility increased
by the removal in 2002 of the ‘concession’ which had allowed asylum seekers
to apply to take up employment after six months. With no work and no money
to spend, they had little choice but to just ‘hang around’. Enforced idleness
revealed their dependence on benefit (Boswell, 2001), reinforcing perceptions of
asylum seekers as a ‘burden’.

These perceptions were not countered by the preparation of local populations
for the arrival of asylum seekers. Local communities were given neither the
information nor the resources to facilitate their reception (Zetter et al., 2006: 7).
As one interviewee from a refugee agency complained,

‘Nobody tells them [the local residents of a dispersal location] that it is
only temporary. No one is telling them that if the person living there gets
a negative asylum decision they will lose all this. They either have to go
underground, or they will get deported.

Problems are exacerbated by the concentration of dispersal in deprived areas.
While it was claimed that dispersal would reduce social exclusion through
decreasing competition for scarce resources (Robinson et al., 2003; Zetter et al.,
2002), the choice of locations has meant that services may be overstretched and
local populations resentful and liable to seek scapegoats. A MORI poll for the
Commission for Integration and Cohesion (2007) found that more than half
the people (56 per cent) feel that some groups get unfair priority from pub-
lic services and that ‘the groups most often named spontaneously were asylum
seekers, refugees or immigrants.’ One woman working with a voluntary agency
described the problem in her city:

People who are at the very margins of society, have low income, have got
high unemployment, they have got problems in their community – they see
houses completely kitted out with all new stuff and then they see asylum
seekers moving in, so they are up in arms that this has been provided, they
are getting all this free.

Compulsory dispersal has undermined trust, which is an essential component
of community engagement, participation and cohesion. The refugee experi-
ence is in itself one of breakdown of trust (Colson, 2003; Daniel and Knudsen,
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1995; Hynes, 2003; Robinson, 2003; Voutira and Harrell-Bond, 1995). Refugees
lose trust in both individuals and institutions responsible for their persecu-
tion, and mistrust is often replicated in the process of seeking asylum The
system requires them to answer questions, to retell their story and to justify
their presence. This has led many to reject any involvement with organisations
seen as linked to the Home Office, including refugee agencies, once their case is
decided (Hynes, 2007; Sepulveda et al., 2006). Furthermore, the dispersal system
generates suspicion between asylum seekers and populations in dispersal areas.

While the rhetoric of social cohesion is based on building connections
between people, asylum policy is based on divorcing people from society and
from shared experience. The racism inherent in immigration policy and practice
is rarely addressed in ‘community’-based initiatives, including those concerning
social cohesion (Craig, 2007). Immigration policy treats asylum seekers as tem-
porary residents who are not expected to integrate and become part of ‘cohesive’
communities.

The study found that the maintenance and recreation of social networks were
essential for asylum seekers in developing a sense of belonging and avoiding
extreme isolation. Dispersal, however, ruptures close ties by separating them
from community networks which may provide support in the process of engag-
ing with the new society. As networks become scattered across different cities,
official policy controls mobility and thus the ability to retain these contacts.
At the same time, they are prevented from developing bridging capital in the
dispersal location which could link them to others. Their economic situation
forces them to rely on others in the same marginalised position, and as Zetter
et al. (2006: 11) suggest, they internalise social capital to fill the chasm left by
the withdrawal of state support and, rather than leading to greater participation,
‘may generate social capital as the currency of exclusion’ with bonding capital
‘an end state, rather than a stage in a dynamic process of bridging and linking’
(ibid: 18).

Even ‘genuine’ refugees must endure dispersal and the experience of this
period of limbo, in which they are physically within a particular place but
not permitted to be part of a local ‘community’, cannot merely be wiped out
once refugee status is granted. The research evidence suggests that they are not,
as official policy claims, ‘unconcerned’ at their treatment and that the needs
of refugees and of asylum seekers cannot be separated (Temple and Moran,
2005: 8). Prohibited from taking up employment and with obstacles placed
in the way of learning the language, they experience the local ‘community’ as
unwelcoming and distant. The negative effect of this period may thus be not
merely to postpone, but to hinder, the building of connections.

Compulsory dispersal has been experienced in predominantly negative terms
by asylum seekers. The policy has increased racial tensions in many dispersal
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areas and the racialisation of asylum has produced a broader impact on commu-
nity relations. Lewis (2005; 36) found a widespread assumption in some areas
that any non-white or obviously non-British person is an asylum seeker and this
hostility has served to legitimise the expression of racist attitudes.

Although other forms of racism are becoming socially and legally unaccept-
able, there is ‘no social sanction against expressing extremely prejudiced and
racist views about asylum seekers’ (Lewis, 2005: 44–5). This has given opportu-
nities for the mobilisation of racist organisations in some dispersal areas.

In spite of these effects, many refugees are choosing to remain in the dis-
persal locations once they have been granted secure status. Although initially
unwilling to move to these areas, many have set up home and plan to stay per-
manently. Some of those in the study who were dispersed to Leicester found
conditions difficult but they also described themselves as comfortable there.
Some described the ‘multicultural’ character of the city as making them feel
at home, a multiculturalism which their own presence contributes to.

Vertovec (2006) rightly points out that it would be naive to suggest that sim-
ply by virtue of living near to each other people from different communities
will overcome differences and tensions. The recent examples of ethnic conflict
in Rwanda and Bosnia point to the dangers of this view. Real engagement, how-
ever, through local institutions, as well as individual relationships, offers the
possibility of breaking down the divisions which immigration policy produces.
Schools provide one of the best environments where people from diverse back-
grounds can engage in a common, and familiar, purpose. It is no accident that
many campaigns to protect ‘failed asylum seekers’ from deportation have been
waged by children and teachers coming together to protest at the removal of
friends and pupils. Dispersal has generated positive responses from many com-
munities, including those who may have had no previous contact with refugees,
providing opportunities for groups and individuals to work together to mobilise
practical and political support (Atfield et al., 2007; East, 2008).

Conclusions

The contemporary dispersal programme is part of an overall policy of deter-
rence in which the majority of asylum seekers were seen as ‘bogus’ and
thus as having no legitimate right to remain in the country. Destitute asy-
lum seekers are dispersed without regard to their human experiences, skills
and resources, becoming effectively dehistoricised. Segregated, stigmatised and
socially excluded, asylum seekers move through a process characterised by con-
tinuous waiting, austere living conditions and a lack of control over their own
lives. Denying them the opportunity to begin the process of resettlement, the
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dispersal system ensures that they remain in a situation of liminality. Arguably,
it is these experiences, more than violence, flight and exile and other aspects of
the ‘refugee experience’, that distinguish them from other migrants.

Furthermore, the dispersal programme has intensified hostility towards asy-
lum seekers, a hostility which is often extended to all ‘outsiders’. This policy,
and the wider policy agenda on asylum, does not therefore provide a sound basis
for promoting cohesion.

In spite of these obstacles there are signs that refugees are starting to rebuild
their lives, even in the dispersal areas to which they had been involuntary
located and where many choose to remain once refugee status is granted. While
some local residents may be initially, or remain, hostile, others work hard to
build connections through formal channels and voluntary and campaigning
agencies. These activities directly or indirectly challenge the legislation which
renders asylum seekers powerless and places them outside local communities.
Thus some form of ‘integration’ is occurring in spite of asylum policy and the
barrage of restrictions which it imposes.

Notes
1. ‘Asylum seeker’ has become a pejorative term in popular discourse and some prefer to

avoid the term (see, for example, Temple and Moran, 2005). For brevity we use the term
here to denote those with the legal status of asylum seeker – that is, awaiting the outcome
of an application for asylum – for whom dispersal was introduced.

2. The 1951 United Nations Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees (the ‘1951
Refugee Convention’) defined a refugee as someone who ‘. . .owing to a well-founded
fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a par-
ticular social group or political opinion, is outside the country of his nationality and
is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that
country; or who, not having a nationality and being outside the country of his former
habitual residence . . . is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to return to it’. The
1967 Bellagio Protocol Relating to the Status of Refugees removed the geographical and
temporal limits of the 1951 Refugee Convention.

3. ICAR (2003), Mapping the UK, section on Leicester city – viewed on 23 June 2003 at
http://www.icar.org.uk/? lid=1052.

4. For more details of the current process, see UK Border Agency, http://www.ukba.
homeoffice.gov.uk/asylum/process.

5. The names of individuals have been changed.
6. Interview with representative of RCO, London, August 2004.
7. Open Verdict on Asylum Seeker Who Slept in a Wheelie Bin, Manchester Committee to

Defend Asylum Seekers, viewed on 25 October 2004 at http://www.asylumpolicy.info/
notsuicideverdict.htm.

8. ‘Disbenefited’ cases refer to those cases previously supported by Local Authorities or the
Department for Work and Pensions (DWP), which were then supported by the NASS
after it began operating in 2000. They subsequently received a refusal for asylum but
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appealed. NASS was responsible for supporting appeal cases from September 2000. They
are allowed to stay in their previous accommodation so will not all be in dispersal areas
and can be distributed widely throughout each region.

9. Figures for June 2001 provided by email from Home Office.
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