Voices of Asylum Support in Scotland - Episode 1
Hello, and welcome to the voices on asylum support in Scotland podcast, where we explore some of the legal and social realities of the asylum support system. In other words, how does the asylum seeker who have made an asylum claim can be supported financially and with accommodation. This podcast aims to provide you with accurate information about asylum support and challenge some of the misinformation that has been put out in the public domain. We want to share with you the voices of people who have been or going through the asylum support system, in other words people who have lived experience of the topics we are discussing.

Sadia: I'm Sadia, your podcast host from VOICES Ambassadors Network and I am joined by -

Katie: I'm Katie, a law student at the University of Glasgow 
Menesia: I'm Menesia from VOICES Ambassadors Network
Kaiao: and I'm Kaiao, also a law student from the University of Glasgow. 

Katie: A disclaimer before we proceed with this episode. This podcast is intended for general informational purposes only and does not constitute legal advice.


Katie: The information discussed is accurate to the best of our knowledge at the time of recording, and may be subject to change. 

Kaiao: Furthermore, we wanted to recognize that this is an extremely sensitive topic and some of the content of this podcast may be triggering or cause distress. If that's the case, you might want to take a break from the podcast and speak with someone such as a friend or a support worker.

Kaiao: In the notes of the podcast, we have linked some organizations who can provide further information and support. Should you be affected by anything discussed in this or subsequent episodes.

Sadia: This podcast has been created through collaboration between the GO Justice Centre at the University of Glasgow and the BRC Voice Ambassadors network, a UK wide network which brings refugees and people seeking sanctuary together to influence policy and practice.

Katie: Based at the University of Glasgow, the Glasgow Open Justice Centre works to empower individuals and communities by helping them understand and use the law to access justice. This project is part of the Centre's Community Legal Education Clinic, which works in partnership with community organizations to deliver programs of public legal education. 

Sadia: And could you, as a VOICES Ambassador, tell us a bit more about the VOICES Ambassadors network, and perhaps also explain why we use the term person seeking sanctuary rather than asylum seeker?

Menesia: I thank you for the opportunity. I am Menesia, as I said from VOICES ambassadors. The VOICES Ambassadors is kind of a space where we can come together, stand together. Campaign for the rights opportunities of people seeking asylum or people seeking sanctuary. So it's a wide space. It has different subjects. We've had bus passes, it has education, and it is based on the needs of the people that are seeking asylum or seeking sanctuary.

Menesia: So not every subject is maybe, maybe comfortable to talk about. But we need to talk about these things, and we need to reach out to the people in communities so that they can learn. Because I think sometimes people are misinformed, and that's why they are making up answers because they lack answers. 

Sadia: In this episode, we will look to provide a high-level overview of the asylum system and some key concepts.

Sadia: There are a lot of misconceptions about asylum processes and those persons seeking sanctuary within it. Hopefully we can clarify what the law really says about some of those key concepts and processes shortly. But let's start by busting some of these myths. “The UK receive more asylum seekers than the rest of the Europe.”

Katie: This is not correct. In 2024, the UK received around 15 asylum applications per 10,000 people, which is below the European Union average of 22 per 10,000 people.

Katie: The UK ranked 14th among EU countries plus the UK on this measure. And additionally, developing countries look after the vast majority of the world's refugees. 72% of refugees live in countries neighbouring to theirs. 

Sadia: “Refugees and asylum seekers are illegal immigrants.”

Katie: Again, that's not correct. Under both UK and international law, an asylum seeker is someone who has asked for protection because they fear persecution in their home country, and a refugee is someone who has been accepted by the state as meeting certain legal criteria.

Katie: These definitions come from the 1951 Refugee Convention, which the UK has signed, and crucially, under that convention, it is not illegal to seek asylum or sanctuary even if someone enters the country without prior permission or documents, or through irregular means, like by small boat or on the back of a lorry. People fleeing war or persecution won't always be able to access visas to travel to the UK.

Katie: The key legal principle here is that people have the right to claim asylum once they are in the UK or at its borders. In terms of refugee law, it does not matter how they arrived here. Seeking asylum itself is a lawful process, it is making a legal application for asylum, and not breaking the law. The Home Office will then consider that person's claim, and make a decision as to whether that person may lawfully remain in the UK.

Kaiao: It's also worth highlighting that the law in this area is complex and changes frequently, and sometimes at short notice, making it difficult to keep up with asylum law and asylum support law are two totally different areas of law which both involve the Home Office. It's the Home Office that decides your asylum claim. It's also the Home Office which decides whether or not to provide you with asylum support.

Kaiao: The processes for both are different and the appeal routes are also different. We will be focusing on asylum support law in this podcast series. The main source of law here is the Immigration and Asylum Act 1999. Though asylum support law has been updated since then, and the courts, as well as Parliament, play a role in developing the law. As we are also discussing the law in the Scottish context, it is important to note that some of this complexity can arise where there is a crossover between reserved and devolved matters.


Kaiao: Reserved matters are those controlled by the UK Parliament and the Home Office, whereas devolved matters are areas of policy decided by Scottish Parliament. Asylum support law is a reserved matter, which means the Scottish Parliament cannot change the law on asylum support. However, there are many areas that affect the daily lives of those seeking sanctuary which are devolved matters, such as health care, transport, education and integration support.

Sadia: How easy was it for you to navigate the asylum system? Do you feel like you understood your rights during that process? 

Menesia: Thank you. I don't think anybody can ever say they understand, because this asylum is something that is new to you, as a person. You come to a country because you flee. You didn't take up dictionaries and do research and know what is it about, what will you expect?

Menesia:  How will it be for you when you come here? You don't do that, you flee. There's no preparation. But when you come here, you are going to do it. There are so many factors to this day that are confusing because you are so afraid to be sent back. You are really afraid and it's every day.


Menesia: No one really has 100% information for you. The organization that is trying is really trying, but most of them can just support you with other ordinary needs. But they and even the solicitors that you are getting, I think they are learning with you the process. Yeah. But they do what they can do for you, but they are learning with you because every case is complex and every one’s situation is different.

Menesia: So for me, the process of asylum was very hard. But because I have reached out to so many organizations, volunteering, you know, you pick up drops of information, going forward. So the social aspect that was essentially totally covered, the social aspect of asylum process is covered, it is the legalities in the many things that is in between, between you and the social aspect.


Menesia: That is something that you learn as you go and every process of every person is different. 

Sadia: Okay, I have another question for you. Were there any resources, organization or website you found particularly helpful in explaining the legal process? 

Menesia: I don't - I can't say no. Also not yes, because you can go to organizations like the Scottish Refugee Council.


Menesia: You can go, they can follow up, they can do what they think they can do because it's a big organization. But the understanding is very confusing, because Scottish Refugee Council, I didn't understand it because for me, I am an asylum seeker. So they are for the refugees. So who am I supposed to go to? It really it took me a while to know that I can go there too, because the organizations that I went to see said go to Scottish Refugee Council, but I was thinking, I need to have asylum council, maybe, but there is no asylum council, there is

Menesia: only Scottish Refugee Council and they cover both of us. If it is asylum seekers or people seeking sanctuary, they are the organisation. They try to have education workshops, information, workshops, even on busses. They are doing that to give you some background on things that they are planning, or things that they are hoping that you will understand.

Menesia: So there is other organizations also that let solicitor come in, or experts, say for instance on community information, come in so that you can have options or a little bit of information where you will go next after Refugee Council, you can go also to Citizen’s Advice. Because usually, you know, we are translating the word literally - citizen advice.

Menesia: It's for a citizen. I am an asylum seeker. You translate it - because please know that in the time when I came into this country, let's go with that, Covid was there and there was no usual, you know, going around and asking around and following around. So there was a shadow. Yeah. And that's why I say no one will say my case was like Mary's case or John’s case.


Menesia: It's totally different. You will get to the airport and you will go. The process will be so kind. Someone will be very supportive even from the people there. But then you will hear from someone. It was so hard to talk to this person and they were doing this. And they will ask in the process of claiming asylum, I don't know why they I, I don't know, maybe they are supposed to interrogate you, I don't know, but they are interrogating you for whatever.


Menesia: They are interrogating you for because, as I understand later, I think asylum. If I say I claim asylum, I am claiming asylum and the process is supposed to go at, I don't know, but there's organizations that work very hard and they did. They are spending time with the people to make it a little bit better for them. Do you know there is a website, Right to Remain?

Menesia: There is the diagram, all the steps, and they have different languages. Also those who have a language barrier, they can check and they can translate the whole website information into the desired language and then they can read the processes. Did anyone guide you about this? So the process, let me talk about what happens with this. I came in February 2020, just before this Covid story.

Menesia:  So we went to Govan Community Project, it was the 1st of March that we went there and she gave us a background about what is it, the information that we really need? So things like, say, issue with a device, having a device.

Menesia: You don't. You maybe don't have a device or you don't have data. So how do you get the information you need? So the what I could say is Govan Community Project, teaching session. And they gave us the information I have. I write it down and I am so glad she did that.

Menesia: Well, that's wonderful. And I even have it. I can send a picture of it so that you can put it in. But that is the beauty of someone giving information, what she said that day for me, is that the burden of proof rests on you. And I was wondering, how do I prove that?

Menesia: Because claiming asylum, I claimed asylum. She said that the burden of proof rests on you. You need to convince them why you would need this, you need to convince. You need to be serious and proactive about your claim. 

Menesia:  But what I'm saying is every drop of information you get is precious. You stick to it and you do it.

Menesia: And also what she said to me was, don't rush the process, don't rush the process. And don't be frustrated by the fact that your claim is not, the lawyer is not getting - that lawyer has no power to tell the Home Office. You cannot. My client is you know, they can follow up, but they have no right to tell all of us and say, why is my person not interviewed yet or something?

Menesia: Be patient. Because if you rush the process, you are gone. 

Sadia: Thank you for sharing such sensitive information. Can you tell us a little bit, little bit more about the process of telling claiming asylum, how this fits in with asylum support? 

Katie: Well, as you say, almost everyone's experience seems to be very different and there are lots of unique aspects to the process of claiming asylum.

Katie: But broadly speaking, there are three main stages that will be common to everyone's experience, the first of which is making the claim for asylum. Many people do this immediately upon arrival into the UK. People will usually have a screening interview at that time or soon after as well. And this is a brief initial interview where the person will give their basic details and a brief description as to why they are claiming asylum.


Katie: The Home Office will also take photographs and fingerprints. You have the right to an interpreter if you need one. At this stage, there will also be an opportunity here to ask the Home Office for accommodation or financial supports if you need it. After the interview, it is possible to request an asylum registration card or ARC card. This is an ID card and confirms that the person has made a claim for asylum.

Katie: The second stage is the gathering of evidence and then the substantive interview, which is usually held in person. This is a much longer and very in-depth interview about the reasons someone is seeking safety than the screening interview, and there is no set length, but it could take several hours. Once again, at this stage you are entitled to an interpreter, and the Home Office will also try to accommodate any requests regarding the gender of the interviewing officer or the interpreter that you may have.


Sadia: Thank you for sharing this information. Can you share with us your experience of going through a substantive interview and your advice you might give someone who has yet to go through with this?

Menesia: Be patient with yourself. Language is a problem. And accents are a problem. Sometimes you have the interpreter that you have, but the way he is interpreting, if you know that person is just interpreting, but there can be some small things that you will say, I didn't say that. I didn't mean it like that. But what I can say is my interview was very long, it was long, and it was with a lady, but it was good. The fact that I could speak myself without the interpreter was good for me. For me, for me. And it was the information that I had.

Menesia: The solicitor also made time, and they sat with me and they asked me small questions. What they maybe think they don't ask, and how I may think about the question, but the interview questions, I don't know how many, but it is different. Every case is different. Every person's trauma is different. Someone will break down into trauma in the interview.

Menesia: Some others, some will want to push through and get it over with. So it is really different and it is very hard and difficult because you have to relive something that you seriously, deeply don't want to remember.

Kaiao: Thank you so much for sharing your experience. I'm glad that for you it was well. But I do recognize that for a lot of people it can be a very hard process. To continue on with the legal process of it. The third stage in the process is the decision making stage. Depending on the decision reached, you may have appeal rights.

Kaiao: And so this final stage can take some time to conclude. There is no legal limit on how long the Home Office have to decide a claim. It may take months or it may take years. Once your asylum claim has been determined, your asylum support may be stopped. In Scotland, legal aid should be available for all of these stages for the whole of the process.


Kaiao: If you are eligible for legal aid, you're also entitled to an interpreter throughout the entire process if you need one. During interviews with the Home Office and during appointments with a solicitor, you should seek legal advice as soon as possible. 

Sadia: If you are seeking sanctuary within the United Kingdom and live in Scotland, what happens if the claim is accepted?

Kaiao: If it's accepted, that's great news. The refugee status or some or other form of leave is granted. This means that the person who is claiming asylum now has permission to live in the United Kingdom, at least for a certain period of time, within 14 days of getting a decision letter. The Home Office should provide details about your UK Visas and Immigration account and tell you how to access your EA visa, which is your online record of your leave to remain.

Kaiao: This should be a happy moment, however, with all of the challenges during the move on period, it can often cause stress. 

Sadia: Thank you for sharing this really informative information. Are you able to share with us your experience of this final stage of the asylum process? Once you receive your decision, what advice would you give someone who is waiting on a decision from the Home Office to help them prepare for that final stage?

Menesia: The wait. For me, it was really comfortable because I have work, I volunteered with everyone and I've built up a solid social circle and I was... there are people waiting, standing, waiting for help. But then there is another space that you go over that you have no knowledge about. Because when they give you the leave to remain, you are on your own again.



Menesia: Yeah, you had this asylum process with whatever you had, the little support they gave. Then when they are done, they told you that you have to leave the accommodation and then you need to get into a temporary accommodation or whatever hotel did you have to go? That again is someone have to reach out to you, a caseworker or someone.

Menesia: But in the meantime you have maybe lived for years. Here you have accumulated clothes or dishes or cutlery, anything that you have. Suddenly your life becomes a box again and, for every step anyone going through asylum will tell you every step is harder than the previous one, because here you are certain you have the status, but there you have the solid safety about a flat that you were living in and that, support that you are getting per week.

Menesia: And now the support falls away because you need to find another way you need to claim these, benefits. And that is another step that no one can really help. I was lucky I was I reached out to, we called the Refugee Council and said, help me set up, account for e-visa. I did Universal Credit. Universal credit.

Menesia: And then that process helped me because they were the ones who knows what's next? What's next, because they didn't have a lot of people. But the point is, as a person, get the status, you need to be able to reach out. I was fortunate, I was unfortunate, let me say unfortunate. I was impacted and I was not ready to go back to a hotel because I was in a hotel where asylum seekers were shot dead and I wasn't comfortable.

Menesia: And I reached out to one of the MPs and the MP said, no, we know you and we can't let you go back. And they put me in temporary accommodation and that was through support from the MP that I could get into temporary accommodation. If you are working, you have to pay at least 50 pounds per week if you can.

Menesia: If you can't, you have to claim Universal Credit and Universal Credit is only giving based on what they have on their records, what they have to give. If you work, it's less. 
Sadia: Thank you for sharing that, because I think it highlights the fact that the movement period is not a long time to to, you know, move your life.



Menesia: It's just like it's like you leave this room, you are asylum seeker here and you have you got leave to remain. You leave this room there, outside. You are a refugee and you are looking at everyone passing and you wonder what next. The organizations that you have are a support structure. They really help. They really help. Because sometimes when you sit in, say someone, say, but I went there and I go there and you learn through that.

Menesia: It's, look, like it's a big scheme. You have to find your own way to finish, to reach to the finish. And there is so much uncertainty because you learn the process of asylum and you start there and you know, because I waited for, I claimed in 2020 and I got my leave to remain last January.

Menesia: See how long that is? How long I have waited. And I was stuck uncomfortable with this process that I hate. And then suddenly last year I got my status and I was out. I was supposed to be out. 

Katie: They, it's like the people can forget that you have lives after asylum, because the amount of time people are given to leave their asylum does depend on a number of factors, such as whether that claim has been successful or not, whether there are any children in the household as well, and whether there are any particular vulnerabilities such as old age or serious medical issues. And we will be discussing more on the legality of that in the next two episodes. But it is important to remember that it's a small period of time to pack up and move on a life into a really uncertain future. 

Sadia: Do we have any final reflection as we close this episode? 


Menesia: I would like to really ask anyone claiming asylum. Be patient with yourself. Honest to God. Be patient with yourself because if you compare yourself with someone, it can be the same type of case. It can be the same. But don't. Don't, don't. I don't know what to say beyond, don't. Don't compare yourself with someone and don't assume it will work the same for you, my son. Unfortunately, let me just mention my son,

Menesia: I was rejected and I went to the court. And then I got it through the court. My son also was rejected and he went to court. He claimed, he went to court, and the next morning he got his status. I waited for six months to get my answer. So that process also is another thing.

Menesia: It's always unpredictable, everything. So be strong and be patient with yourself. 

Sadia: I also just want to add some reflection and thanks to law department from University of Glasgow and also the British Red cross to bring this really important topic to discuss, because there are a lot of misconception is going on around and we believe that especially the immigrants, that we have not been heard and seen our, our opinion and, and the way they design the system, it's not being exactly put forward in front of the general public audience.

Sadia: And it's the duty of the media to bring the realities forward by sharing the exact stories, the real stories of the people, rather than to include the politician’s point of view. So this podcast might be helpful for many people and many young people from the university also to understand the system, how difficult the system is actually, and how many stages we have to go through to reach to this level.

Sadia:  To where we can say that yes, we are surviving in this country, not living in a luxury life, which many media narrative they have been explaining about us. And as the far right protests have been increased, we have seen that, hate, hatred towards the immigrant has been increased. The hostility. There are many organizations where they do not put out any kind of supporting statement just because they have been so busy in supporting the basic necessities, it does not mean that we do not need any emotional support, because how much we need at this point, emotional support as compared to other people.

Sadia: I think it does not need any kind of words to mention and explain. I think this conversation, which we had today, it's easily it's easily clear that we have been going through a lot of things and we really need to this system needs to be changed, and the media really needs to do their part to bring the reality forward and to not to play any kind of biased narrative which, which can create people more, which can influence people to hate towards us.

Sadia: So again, I would say, thank you so much, everyone, for taking part in this podcast. 

Katie: Well, I’d just like to say thank you because this has been a really informative discussion and conversation today, and it's been really amazing to hear from you both. I think the thing that's really struck me throughout this process, not just today, but through the researching and the writing and having the opportunity to hear from the VOICES Ambassadors has been how unique every individual person's experience has been with the asylum system, how complicated that experience is.

Katie: And when you look at these forms, they're like books, and it's so difficult to imagine filling that out at all, let alone in a second language, let alone when you're being potentially retraumatized by that experience, living out things again and speaking about things that are very difficult to talk about in a position where you might not feel safe.

Katie: And I think it really has struck me just how difficult it is to access legal support for a very technical, very arduous, very complicated situation, and that a lot of the people who are giving that support are not themselves people who have any legal training, they are community organizations who are trying their best to relay the technicalities. But really it is a difficult, difficult process that does function to interrogate people who are very vulnerable and who just want to seek safety.

Kaiao: Yeah, I completely agree, and I'm so thankful to be allowed to be a part of this project. But I also understand how difficult it is, both in the legal sense because it's so complicated and arduous. It's such a long process, but also on the emotional side, I'm a trained crisis counselor, so I help people go through those processes and to kind of build off of what you, Nadia, were saying.

Kaiao:  It's one of those things where everyone goes through so much trauma and hardship and then to further it, I think it's so important and why we put in myth busting sections. Because as much as I can understand, when people are misinformed, they believe that asylum seekers or immigrants or anybody is taking their jobs. And that's not the case, but they get emotional over it as well and lash out.

Kaiao: And I'm hopeful that this will not only help the people who are seeking support, who need the opportunity to learn where they can go and the better ways to do it, and that they're not alone, but also help the average citizen to know that this isn't true. It's so hard for people who are going through it, and they're not being given the world like the politicians or media sometimes claims, but they're going through a very difficult time in their life, and they need the support just as much as any other person, because that's what matters.

Kaiao: As we go into the humanity of it. 

Sadia: Thank you so much, both of you for sharing this wonderful feedback. So next episode we will be looking at asylum support in more details. Here is a claim for asylum support made. How much asylum support might be paid. Thank you very much for joining us today. If today's conversation has resonated with you or you are looking for support and further information on the matter, discuss, you can find a list of organization in the notes to this episode.

Sadia: Thank you so much everyone!

