Report from meeting in Quaker Meeting House, 12 July 2007
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iv) Abuse of Sudanese peoples’ rights by Home Office in Rotherham
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i) Introduction
Below are the notes of a discussion* that took place in Quaker Meeting House, Thursday 12 July, between community representatives and people in exile from Sudan, Chile, Kurdistan, Zimbabwe, and activists and academics.  A background to the meeting was given including the recent South Yorkshire Migration and Asylum Action Group that was looking at co-ordinating campaigns.  The principle that any meaningful action for change on issues of asylum and migrants rights should be led by those who have direct experience of the issues was agreed, while broad support is to be welcomed. 
*(corrections may be made at meeting of 23rd July 2007).
ii) Current campaigns

ASRAM Christian community is to meet with Gordon Brown.  The main focus is an amnesty for people who have been in the country for 3-4 years.  The Strangers to Citizens campaign which seeks amnesty for people here for 4 years is now supported by 87 MPs.  The Save ESOL campaign was also mentioned.  

In terms of campaigning it was felt that locally things were fairly quiet, compared to London or Manchester.  The demonstrations against deportation and the Strangers to Citizens march had raised awareness elsewhere.  
iii) Situation facing refugees in SY 

The situation facing Zimbabweans was highlighted, and MDC were aware of many asylum cases, and highlighted the cases of two people recently deported to South Africa, where they were imprisoned for 6 months then deported to South Africa. The wife of one of these now remains alone here in South Yorkshire.  
Asylum seekers are not statistics, but names and personalities and there is a need to personalise them. Some Zimbabweans had falsified documents to get across the border to South Africa (SA) and been in SA for seven years or more before getting to Britain, yet deported straight back to SA and then onto Zimbabwe.
We must get better at letting the Home office know that we are aware of this and apply pressure.  The stories have to ‘get out’.

The dehumanising of people and promotion of xenophobia make it possible to treat people badly – asylum seekers are unable to work and overcome destitution, but negative media does not tell this story.  People don’t want these little benefits and should be allowed to earn a living.  
The personal cost of the asylum process was mentioned and the fact that people are held back, are deskilled, lose skills they have as they’re forbidden to study or work and hence lose confidence.  These things make it harder to fight back.  No rights, no benefits, no tuition. Confidence goes down and people are losing out on years of their life which is why people end up having to see counsellors, stuck on benefits.
Point 1 - There was full agreement that from the time of making asylum claim people should be allowed to work while they are waiting a decision.  It was proposed that the university and voluntary sector organisations could have a role in researching stories, personalising the issue and highlighting what is happening people locally and build on previous research that shows the potential economic contribution to society if people could work.
As the government is trying hard to justify deportations, we need proper evidence collected to bring our own argument.  In fact the silence of people, including former activists who may have got status, makes the governments arguments that human rights abuses are not occurring -in country’s that people are fleeing -more credible.
POINT 2 - There is a great need to highlight why people are running from their countries and the reasons and stories behind being a refugee – which should not be a term associated with shame but pride. Activists must continue to confront the Human Rights abuses continuing to take place in countries that people flee
In the case of Kurdish people, most cases have been exhausted and many are sent back.  There have been three major episodes when people have been sent back in large numbers.  This is despite the case taken to the High Court that had shown how people had been killed on their return to Iraq after Home Office took policy to deport Kurds in 2001.  Some successful cases were, however, fought on this evidence and Indefinite Leave to Remain was granted to three people.

The temporary reprieve that people have received can drag on for years, leaving so many in state of limbo from day to day.  This suffering is a breach of human rights, with people not knowing if they’ll be sent back or not: ‘Every day is a nightmare’.
There is the need to engage with communities, particularly those close to asylum seekers.  As asylum seekers may have little say at times, those around them have  a duty to be active.

iv) Abuse of Sudanese peoples’ rights by Home Office in Rotherham
About three months ago Home Office asked all Sudanese to come for interview in Rotherham.  People phoned to ask why and were told not to worry, it’s only an interview.  It seems all who went were those who had lost their case.  
When they got there, the Home Office brought in Sudanese officials –in government uniform and badge.  The official began asking questions, “where do you live in Sudan etc.”  Many tried not to respond and pointed out Home Office had all the information, but even those who refused to co-operate all had their photograph taken by the Home Office official in the background of the interview.  
For one of the speakers at the meeting, who has been waiting 7 years on his case, this obviously puts him at more risk than before.  As member of political party he has changed over the seven years, so even if deported would be less recognised than before.  But now Sudanese government has fresh photos of upwards of 200 people who were brought for the interview.  
When the speaker came out a door after the interview there a long queue of Sudanese people, each one being brought in for a few minutes, photographed and out again. In his words, ‘No one knows about this’,’ no media, no news, no one is helping or defending us’.  Similar things have happened in Cardiff and Birmingham.  Channel 4 covered the story of a recent man that was deported to Sudan and was tortured and killed on return.
It was pointed out that in a room of less then a dozen, people knew personally of three cases in three different countries where people had been returned to torture or death.

Point 3 -  It was agreed that this local issue demands immediate attention and a request was made of voluntary organisations to get legal advice on this as it seems an obvious breach of Home Office confidential documents. The attendance of university researcher was welcomed and investigative journalism was proposed for this and the other alarming abuses taking place.

This is also urgent as a very similar call has been made en masse to Ethiopians locally, although it has been postponed at present.  The bilateral agreements that have been set up between governments under the pretext of terrorism need investigation.

It is obvious that there is no consistency in the implementation of government policy, and people need to know where they stand.  Furthermore, the question was raised of how do we affect and change policy.
V) Proposed actions

The proposal that had been floated recently, that of a three day demonstration from Sheffield to Lindholme detention Centre, where up to 112 male detainees are held in prison conditions, was raised.   It was emphasised that the idea initially came from a similar proposal from an asylum seeker in Barnsley whose daughter is in detention in Yarls Wood.
The proposal was agreed in principle with the following critical points, which emphasised just how important it is that those in exile take lead in organising actions, not just ethically but practically:

i) we have to make sure people come out, so must go back to our people and start bringing them forward
ii) while encouraging people to take a stand we have to acknowledge the reality that there can be an aversion to engage by many asylum seekers – there is understandable fear, stigma, and the post traumatic stress endured by people is a factor

iii) This also means that there must be various ways that people can support the action and get involved – collecting stories, assisting in public meetings etc.

iv) Also means good and trustworthy relations with media people, people don’t want to be seen – no random photographs of marchers, need appointed spokespeople etc

v) We must connect with local people, give them opportunity to show solidarity

vi) Some good examples had been seen in KRAFT, Huddersfield where relations between asylum seekers and church had built confidence

vii) The floods in the local area give an opportunity for us to reach out to others who are out of their homes for up to a year in places like Toll Bar, Doncaster

viii) The flip side is that people also need protecting and must be safe when marching in areas where there is adversity – organisers have to be able to give reassurances

ix) We have to be very serious about what we can win, what policies we need to challenge, which ones are causing injustice – there is an onus on the voluntary sector organisations, sympathetic lawyers to get the information we need, to build the strong case we need – a scientific approach, to ensure its just not a march and ‘that’s it’. Recent lessons from Germany and Sweden should be examined and compared.
x) Large public gatherings in Sheffield (1st morning) Rotherham (1st evening&night) and Doncaster should be festive events.

xi) We need more information about the situation in Lindholme and invite people from all over to converge there- there is already interest from Leeds and Nottingham

xii) Early October, once students returned would be good time and enough preparation

The meeting ended with an insistence that the Sudanese issue would be addressed immediately and all were invited to the meeting of the ASRAM community on Tuesday 17th July in Burngreave, and all agreed to meet at the next South Yorkshire Migration and Asylum Action Group:

7pm Monday 23rd July 
Northern Refugee Centre, Scotia Works, Leadmill Road 
(beside Leadmill- call 07931900167 for directions)
where the proposal will be taken forward.
