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S
hortly after lunchtime on Friday,
April 14th, 2000, the Cherbourg
ferry docked in Rosslare harbour
following its overnight crossing.
The southeast coast was cool but

sunny, a welcome change from the rain
and hail that had plagued the country the
previous day.

Pierrot Ngadi and his wife disembarked
on foot and were greeted by immigration
officials. When asked for identification,
Ngadi recounted the long tale that had
brought him to Irish shores from the Dem-
ocratic Republic of Congo (DRC).

“I said I was an activist and a journalist,
and told them I knew about the hu-
man-rights convention, that my life was in
danger so I had the right to seek asylum.

The police didn’t ask me many questions;
they could see I knew what I was doing.
They told us the next day we would go to
Dublin and put us in a hotel for the night.”

The following morning the couple took
a bus to the capital where they stayed tem-
porarily in a hotel in Clondalkin before be-
ing transferred to a recently opened “di-
rect provision centre” – then a new con-
cept – in Rathdrum, Co Wicklow.

Ngadi had fled the DRC, where he had
been part of a revolutionary group dedicat-
ed to ousting former president and dicta-
tor Mobutu Sese Seko. When the leader of
his group was killed in an ambush, Ngadi
decided to get out.

He considered moving to France where
there was already a strong Congolese pres-
ence but then remembered the Irish UN
peacekeeping troops in the Congo. When a
friend suggested he seek asylum in Ire-
land, he took his advice.

After two months in Wicklow the couple
was interviewed by immigration officials.
A short time later they moved into an apart-
ment in Cabinteely in Dublin which they
paid for using savings while they awaited a
decision on their case. In January 2001,
nine months after arriving in Ireland, they
were accepted as refugees.

Ngadi enrolled for a masters in peace
studies at Trinity College. In the years that
followed he would watch as the system
that processed his application in less than
a year began to seize up, leaving people
waiting far longer than he and his wife had
for an answer.

Ngadi and his wife were among the very
first people to use the government’s fledg-
ling asylum accommodation system.
Launched just weeks before their arrival it
would soon be formalised as direct
provision.

Twenty years ago, in November 1999,

then minister for justice John O’Dono-
ghue announced the government’s
intention to introduce a system of “direct
provision” for asylum seeker accommoda-
tion. It became a formal policy in March,
2000. In the two decades since, 64,594
people have passed through the system.

Today about 6,000 live in its centres, in-
cluding 1,672 children. Of these 6,000 peo-
ple, 778 have received refugee status or
“leave to remain” but are struggling to find
somewhere to live in the midst of a housing
crisis.

An additional 1,531 people, including
290 children, are in 36 emergency accom-
modation centres that have opened in the
past year.

Between 1,200 and 2,000 applicants
who do not need State support or accom-
modation are living outside direct provi-
sion.In all, some 8,700 people are awaiting
a decision on an asylum claim.

● ● ●

Public sentiment towards these asylum
seekers has always varied. In recent times,
refugees and asylum seekers have been
warmly welcomed in Ballaghaderreen, Co
Roscommon and in Lisdoonvarna, Co
Clare. On the other hand, arson attacks
have been carried out on hotels earmarked
for direct provision in Moville, Co Donegal
and Roosky, Co Roscommon.

As direct provision approaches its 20th
birthday, criticism of the system has en-
tered a new phase. Communities have op-
posed proposed centres for asylum seek-
ers in Oughterard, Co Galway in Septem-
ber and more recently in Ballinamore, Co
Leitrim and temporary emergency accom-
modation on Achill Island.

This public opposition to Government
strategies in housing asylum seekers has
sometimes been driven by the lack of offi-
cial consultation or by dissatisfaction with
local services, but in some cases it has been
bolstered by external political groups.

These protests and recent debates sug-
gest a growth in anti-immigrant senti-
ment, in a country that generally enjoys a
reputation for warm welcomes.

Some of the protestors say they are op-
posed, not to the arrival of asylum seekers
in their localities, but to the “inhumane” di-
rect provision system.

They are not the first to criticise it on
these grounds. The system’s refusal to al-
low people to work, their conditions and
isolation from the rest of society and the ef-
fects on children have attracted wide-
spread social, political and organisational
criticism.

In 2015, Hiqa found child protection
and welfare services were “radically incon-
sistent” across different centres, while the
Department of Children and Youth Affairs
reported children were stigmatised be-
cause of where they lived and felt unsafe
sharing a space with single men.

In his 2018 annual report, former spe-
cial rapporteur on child protection Dr
Geoffrey Shannon repeated an earlier call
for Ireland to “abolish” direct provision
which he says was “detrimental to chil-
dren’s well-being and development”. He
also noted accounts of harassment and sex-
ual violence against women.

In 2019, Tanya Ward of the Children’s
Rights Alliance said human rights abuses
within the asylum system are “probably
some of the worst I’ve ever witnessed in
this country” while warning that staff in di-
rect provision centres risked becoming in-
stitutionalised themselves.

Arising from recent difficulties, the Gov-
ernment has established an independent

group chaired by former European Com-
mission secretary general Catherine Day
to examine the international protection
system. It is expected to report back in
about a year.

Meanwhile, as the numbers of those ar-
riving seeking international protection
continues to increase, Ireland’s 39 direct
provision centres are full.

● ● ●

When John O’Donoghue launched the
direct provision system at the turn of the
century, the Irish State was grappling with
a similar rise in numbers. In 1999, 7,724
asylum applications were received, a rise
of 3,098, or 67 per cent, in just one year.

The Fianna Fáil-Progressive Democrats
government had to be seen to take control.
As well as expressing a desire to accelerate
application waiting times and a policy of ge-
ographical “dispersal”, O’Donoghue’s de-
tailed position document announced in
March 2000 the establishment of a statuto-
ry Reception and Integration Agency
(RIA) that would administer direct provi-
sion services.

However, it was most concerned with
the lingering question of accommodation.

O’Donoghue, who declined to be inter-
viewed for this article, set out an ambitious
vision including the construction of 4,000
permanent spaces “as quickly as possible”
– something that ultimately never material-
ised.

The document proposed plans to pur-
chase hotels and other centres, along with
short- to medium-term accommodation in
prefabs, hostels, mobile homes and even
“flotels”, or floating centres, an option nev-
er pursued although thoroughly re-
searched in other countries.

This was the dawn of widespread direct
provision. Established by ministerial or-
der, it was not underpinned by legislation
that could be scrutinised in the Dáil.

Asylum seeker needs would be met on a
“full board basis”, supplemented by pay-
ments of ¤19.10 per week for adults and
¤9.60 for children, sums that would in-
crease only three times. The size of the pay-
ment was criticised often for excluding re-
cipients from participation in day-to-day
life in Ireland.

By the end of 2000, according to a re-
port by the Free Legal Advice Centre
(Flac), there were 62 accommodation cen-
tres in 21 counties. A year later this had
grown to 84, including nine initial “recep-
tion centres” and 75 accommodation facili-
ties across 25 counties, numbers that
would soon decrease.

“It’s terrible that they came over here
and they can’t work, but the problem was
that it was said all the time in the early
years ‘if we allow them to work we would
be the only country in the western world to
allow them to work and it would mean eve-
ry asylum seeker would come to Ireland to
work or qualify for social welfare,’” says a
person who was a member of government
at that time. They requested anonymity
while speaking to The Irish Times for this
article.

“What is the purpose of asylum? It’s not
to allow them to move for economic

reasons; it’s to give them refuge if they are
persecuted. The problem is that there
were so many non-genuine cases.”

Concerns over “economic migrants”
have been central to the asylum debate
over the years, particularly the argument
that some may disingenuously seek “pro-
tection” when they all they really want are
better prospects.

Writing in The Irish Times earlier this
month, Michael McDowell – justice minis-
ter between 2002 and 2007 – said there is a
“world of a difference between the two”.

“Where migration masquerades as asy-
lum seeking, we must have laws, systems,
controls and enforcement measures to
counter such abuse effectively,” he wrote.
McDowell declined to be interviewed for
this article.

The reality of that situation, however, is
complex. It is difficult to distinguish sharp-
ly between refugee and economic migrant.
Many who are initially declined asylum un-
der the UN definition of refugee may have
legitimate reasons to flee their countries
and can be given permission to remain for
different, humanitarian reasons.

● ● ●

Political debate on the subject of asylum
and accommodating asylum seekers had
begun in the mid-1990s. Before then, Ire-
land received few applications.

Those who had arrived had effectively
been treated as homeless and entitled to so-
cial welfare benefits – a sensitive issue in
early debate. As the number of asylum
seekers began to increase, the Refugee Act
1996 was introduced, providing a legal ba-
sis for processing applications. An appeals
body was also established.

One government cabinet member of the
time says there was a clear if unofficial poli-
cy agenda to quash the notion of Ireland as
a welfare haven for those seeking a better
life.

“I don’t think it would have been a politi-
cal concern about the view of the rest of so-
ciety because it was a relatively new phe-
nomenon and I think people were coming
to terms with so many asylum seekers com-
ing into the country,” the former minister
says.

Calls from some quarters to allow asy-
lum seekers to work were dismissed by gov-
ernment. Such a right, John O’Donoghue
had said, “would simply create another
pull factor”.

Another former minister, also request-
ing anonymity, says the “deep assump-
tion” that allowing asylum seekers to work
would attract more people to Ireland
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■Pierrot Ngadi from the Democratic
Republic of Congomoved to Ireland in
2000 andwas one of the first people to
go through direct provision. He now
works as an instructor at St John of God
Hospital. ‘People should not have fear
but integrate into the society where
they’re living and show they exist. It’s up
to them to showwhat they’re capable of.’
PHOTOGRAPH: CRISPIN RODWELL
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“lived beyond its time”. It continually de-
layed any changes, says the former cabinet
member.

In 1999 tensions deepened between Fi-
anna Fáil and its junior coalition partner,
the Progressive Democrats (PDs), when
the latter party’s minister of state at the De-
partment of Foreign Affairs Liz O’Donnell
dismissed asylum policy as a “shambles”.
Her then party leader Mary Harney said a
wait of five years for the processing of asy-
lum applications was unacceptable.

● ● ●

Today seven of 39 direct provision cen-
tres are run by the State. Most new arrivals
are sent to Balseskin in Finglas before
transferring to a semi-permanent setting.

Conditions in centres have varied over
the years, with some like Mosney in Co
Meath providing small independent hous-
ing units. Until recently, most centres did
not have kitchen facilities, and residents
were forced to eat in canteens at prear-
ranged times. Parents told of putting food
in plastic bags for their children who might
not make it home in time for the evening
meal.

Those families living in hotel settings
tend to share a room. Single residents
must often share with strangers – often
from different cultures and religions. In
some cases up to four people may be
forced into a small space.

Some centres, such as the Mount
Trenchard accommodation for single
men, have been widely criticised for their
poor conditions. That facility in Limerick,
described as one of the worst in the system,
continues to house between six and eight
residents to a room – with the only privacy
provided by curtains between beds.

Most centres impose a curfew and ex-
pect residents to sign visitors in and out.

In September 2018, the Government be-
gan to rely on emergency accommodation
due to a rise in application numbers.

While regular direct provision inspec-
tions are carried out, the same rules do not
apply in emergency accommodation,
which tends to be run by hotel and B&B
owners with limited, if any, experience of
working with asylum seekers.

The Government has been criticised for
relying on the generosity of local people
and charities to ensure people in emergen-
cy beds receive basic supports such as laun-
dry services, baby formula and medical
supplies.

This temporary housing, which costs
the State ¤99 per person per night, is
“hugely problematic”, says Irish Refugee
Council chief executive Nick Henderson.
In some cases people are transported di-
rectly from the airport to remote locations
while others do not receive the temporary
residence certificate (TRC) that enables
them to register for a medical card, PPS
number and daily expenses allowance, he
says.

The State’s failure to carry out vulnera-
bility assessment on all asylum seekers on
arrival is in breach of Irish and EU law,
adds Henderson.

In April 2000 the plan was to accommo-
date people for no more than six months.
By the end of the first decade, applicants
were spending as long as eight to 10 years
waiting, mainly as a result of prolonged le-
gal challenges against earlier decisions.

● ● ●

The onset of recession brought addition-
al problems. Tanya Ward, who previously
worked with the Irish Refugee Council,
says austerity led to a serious deterioration
in conditions at centres, while job cuts saw
a drop in the number of staff processing ap-
plications.

When former High Court judge Bryan
McMahon was appointed in late 2014 to
oversee a working group report into condi-
tions, he discovered more than 4,000 peo-
ple had spent more than five years in the
system. “It needed a sharp, radical clean-
ing out of the backlog”, he recalls. “If you
have people wandering around for seven
years doing nothing they’re going to go
mad and [become] institutionalised.”

He called for people to be “fast-tracked”
through the system. “The word amnesty
was being used but the Government didn’t
want to use that term – it was anathema to
them. They did it in an ad hoc way over a pe-
riod of maybe a year and a half. It was a
kind of under the radar thing.”

After eight years in four different accom-
modation centres Joseph (not his real
name) eventually received his papers un-
der this amnesty.

Even today, he fears the repercussions
of speaking on the record about his strug-
gles in direct provision. “I’ve seen when
people speak out a hurricane blows
through their life. I don’t want trouble. I’m
just trying to put my life back together.”

While in direct provision, he felt he had
“no identity, no confidence”. “I didn’t pay
for rent, I wasn’t allowed to go to work or
go to school. You were given ¤20 a week so
you couldn’t even afford to have a girl-
friend. You couldn’t integrate into the lo-
cal community because you couldn’t af-
ford to do anything.”

As a Nigerian, he says his application re-
ceived priority status and was refused with-
in three weeks. His appeal for subsidiary
protection was also refused but finally, in
2015, he was given leave to remain.

Despite the relief of finally leaving the
system, Joseph felt like a shadow of his for-
mer self. He enrolled at a local college but
was scared to raise his hand in class. “I felt
I’d lost the real me. I didn’t talk to people, I
didn’t look at anybody.”

He wonders how many of the asylum
seekers who spent a decade or more in the
system are actually capable of working
now. “They basically train you not to work.
I could have had a masters degree in that
time but instead, they spent eight years

teaching me how to rely on social welfare.
You don’t know how to contribute, you live
in your own little shell.”

He does believe, however, that direct
provision has improved considerably in re-
cent years. “The system needed to be
revised. But thank god for the Irish people
who put up with us. The food we ate, the
bed we slept in, that was all paid for by the
tax payers. We never forgot that.”

● ● ●

The McMahon report also called for the
introduction of the right to work, which
came into effect following the 2017 Su-
preme Court ruling that the ban was un-
constitutional. The employment barrier
created “damaged” people who became
de-skilled, depressed and isolated, says Mc-
Mahon. Even so, Government officials had
to be “dragged kicking and screaming” to
make the necessary changes.

For Lucky Khambule, from the Move-
ment of Asylum Seekers in Ireland, remov-
ing the ban “restored the dignity” of peo-
ple.

Khambule argues the Government
should have taken this step in 2013 instead
of opting out of the EU directive which re-
quired that asylum seekers be allowed to
work (Ireland would subsequently re-opt
into the directive in 2018).

The Government can “pat themselves
on the back” for opening the labour mar-
ket but they never would have changed the
system without pressure from the courts,
says Khambule. However, while some asy-
lum seekers are now eligible to work, they
cannot apply until they have spent nine
months in the country. Anyone appealing
the first rejection of their application can-

not work.
By November 2019, 4,964 applications

had been made for permission. Of these,
3,350 were granted. However, the 1,607
employer returns received by Govern-
ment reveal that more than half of those
with permission have not found work.
Many employers are confused by the sys-
tem while certain banks won’t let asylum
seekers open accounts without passports,
says Henderson.

Direct provision conditions have gradu-
ally improved since the McMahon report
with most privately owned centres now
offering kitchen facilities. However, the
judge has criticised the Government for
failing to introduce these facilities in
State-run centres.

Minister of State for Equality, Immigra-
tion and Integration David Stanton says
“huge improvements” have been made
and that there is “no comparison” between
2000 and today. He rejects “out of hand
completely, totally and utterly” claims that
accommodation centres are “inhumane”.

Refugees have integrated well and are
of “great benefit to their communities”,
says Stanton, who believes sport and edu-
cation play a major part.

“Integration is a two-way process; it’s
not just the migrants themselves that have
to change, communities have to get in-
volved.” Deliberate efforts are made to
place people around the country to avoid
the narrow experience of other countries,
he adds.

Former minister for justice Frances
Fitzgerald agrees integration has “overall
been positive” when compared with the
“deep divisions” that exist in other Europe-
an countries. “I think we’ve made enor-
mous progress. There is a tolerance and ac-
ceptance here.”

Both Fitzgerald and Stanton regard Bal-
laghaderreen, which welcomed Syrian ref-
ugees in 2017, as the gold standard for inte-
gration. There, despite initial criticism
from members of the community that they
did not have enough time to prepare for
the arrival of more than 200 Syrians, lo-
cals quickly banded together, creating a
“Welcome to Roscommon” group and oth-
er support mechanisms for the refugees.

While this was an Emergency Recep-
tion and Orientation Centre, as distinct
from direct provision, established in re-
sponse to the 2015 Mediterranean mi-
grant crisis, it remains one of the more pos-
itive examples of successful migrant inte-
gration on the island.

Community sponsorship, which has
seen a number of towns “sponsor” a refu-
gee family, has also been a “tremendous
success”, says Stanton. “People involved
say they have never done anything that
gave them so much personal satisfaction.”

The State launched a pilot sponsorship
model in December 2018 as an alternative
way to resettle mostly Syrian refugees and
is expected to announce a national pro-
gramme in the coming weeks.

This one-on-one interaction is vital if
people are to understand and accept asy-
lum seekers, says Nick Henderson. “Direct
provision is an institutional beast and
there’s a fear of the other there. Parking
people on the edge of town in an old hotel
reinforces that.

“The refugee convention is very clear – a
refugee is a person with a well-founded
fear of persecution for one of five reasons –
race, religion, nationality, membership of
a particular social group or political opin-
ion. You can be poor or rich, you can be

black or white, you can be Muslim, Chris-
tian, atheist – if you meet that definition
you’re a refugee. If you can convey that to a
community you can change perceptions.”

Despite the stereotyped and often mis-
guided perception that asylum seekers
travel from just a small handful of coun-
tries, the distinct pattern is small numbers
actually come here from a comparatively
large numbers of countries. Volumes and
backgrounds have shifted dramatically
over the two decades.

According to data compiled by various
Irish authorities, the numbers peaked in
2002 when the system peaked at 11,634 ap-
plications. The period in particular be-
tween 1999 and 2003 – where average an-
nual applications reached 9,700 – fuelled
debate on how best to cope with rising lev-
els of demand.

In 2001 an application rate of 10,325
was recorded as one of the highest per capi-
ta in the EU and compared to just 424 in
1995, marked a rise of 2,335 per cent.

However, arrivals dropped off consider-
ably from 2004 to 2013 when numbers pe-
tered out to less than 1,000. This was part-
ly the result of a referendum in 2004 that
restricted Irish citizenship rights, and part-
ly an effect of the recession that followed
the 2008 financial crisis.

In the peak years between 2001 and
2003 the most common countries of ori-

gin included Nigeria, Romania and Moldo-
va. Official figures since 2001 show the
most likely origin of those seeking refuge
are Nigeria, Pakistan, Zimbabwe, the
Democratic Republic of Congo and both
Albania and Georgia, in that order.

In comparison with other European
states, the number of people seeking asy-
lum in Ireland remains low. Germany re-
ceived 157,875 asylum applications in the
12 months between March 2018 and
March 2019 while France received 113,625
and the UK 39,735.

In Ireland 3,762 claims for international
protection had been made by the end of
September 2019, a 42 per cent increase on
the same period last year.

According to figures compiled by the De-
partment of Justice, the number of unsuc-
cessful applications is higher than success-
ful. Between 2008 and October, 2019,
5,870 people were granted protection sta-
tus compared to 27,269 who were
declined.

● ● ●

The legal context in which the State pro-
cesses these asylum applications has also
evolved. Having arrived and requested asy-
lum, the individual often has to delve into
troubled personal histories. This, of
course, is a crucial aspect of the interna-
tional approach but one that can prove
harrowing.

“We are like an emergency service in
some ways. We are helping people at a criti-
cal moment in their life,” explains Hender-
son whose dedicated legal team helps ap-
plicants. “They have fled persecution. If
the case goes badly, it is not properly pre-
pared, they could be returned back to their
country, back to persecution.”

When a person enters it they should be
issued with a temporary residence certifi-
cate while their case is examined (these
are separate to refugees on pre-cleared
placement programmes which include
many of the Syrians who have arrived in re-
cent years).

Applicants must fill out a 68-page form
and sit through an interview in which the
worst of their life experiences might be
discussed.

Officials considering their cases will de-
cide, based on the 2015 International Pro-
tection Act, whether they qualify as a refu-
gee or for subsidiary protection. The latter
is EU law designed for those who, while
not refugees per se, face severe risk if they
return home.

Refugees seek protection under the
most basic legal foundation: the 1951 UN
Convention, a cornerstone only grounded
in Irish law through the 1996 Refugee Act.

In 2015, the more streamlined Interna-
tional Protection Act was introduced as
part of an effort to increase efficiency.
Three years later the Government trans-
posed the EU’s Reception Conditions Di-
rective into State law, finally bringing Ire-
land in line with other European coun-
tries. Governing both reception condi-
tions and access to employment, its arrival
followed the Supreme Court decision on
the right to work.

In August, the Department of Justice
published its national standards for direct
provision centres which will become legal-
ly binding in January 2021.

● ● ●

For Tumi Gaonwe, who arrived in Ire-
land with her two sons in February and
spent six months in emergency accommo-
dation before moving into direct provi-
sion, the future remains deeply uncertain.

A former bank worker and politician in
South Africa, she was transferred to emer-
gency accommodation in Bray after she
ran out of money to pay for accommoda-
tion in Dublin. Asylum seekers had to eat
dinner at 5pm and use a separate entrance
to other guests at the Bray hotel.

“To be honest it felt so humiliating,” re-
calls Gaonwe. “It felt like we are not hu-
man beings, we are nobodies.”

With no guidance on where to enrol her
sons in school, Gaonwe turned to a local
refugee support group for help. Just days
before the boys were due to start, the fami-
ly was transferred to another emergency
accommodation centre in Courtown, Co
Wexford. They discovered a building still
under construction.

The situation became more difficult
when Gaonwe disagreed with the owners
over the centre’s conditions. “My kids
could see me crying. At some point we
were even scared to leave the room. Emer-
gency accommodation is not a good thing.
They don’t care about people’s feelings,
the only thing they care about is money in
their pocket.”

Two months ago the family was relocat-
ed again to a direct provision in Car-
rick-on-Suir where they have separate bed-
rooms and cooking facilities. Gaonwe says
staff at the centre are friendly and try their
best.

Despite the improved conditions, she,
like so many others, believes direct provi-
sion must end. “It’s not a good place, espe-
cially for people with children. I’m looking
forward to a brighter future – to getting a
job, being able to work and having my own
accommodation where my kids will be free
to play in their own yard and not be locked
up in a cage.”

Today Pierrot Ngadi works an instruc-
tor at St John of God Hospital in Dublin.
“People should not have fear but integrate
into the society where they’re living and
show they exist. It’s up to them to show
what they’re capable of.”

But after 20 years what’s the alterna-
tive? For McMahon, the solution is more
State-owned accommodation centres.
“With the accommodation situation in this
country now I don’t see an alternative. If
we were starting out again maybe there’s a
better model they could have used but we
are where we are.”

In contrast, Henderson believes a new
system based on own-door accommoda-
tion is still possible. “There’s a real risk
that we constantly try to improve a system
that at its heart is fundamentally wrong,”
he says. “Direct provision is institutional
accommodation – we know from our histo-
ry that this has produced very serious ill ef-
fects and directly harmed people.”

■ From top: A silent protest walk in Oughterard, Co Galway this year, against a direct provision centre at the former Connemara
Gateway Hotel; Tumi Gaonwe, originally fromSouth Africa, arrived in Ireland in February of this year and lives in direct provision
in Carrick-on-Suir; Mosney centre for asylum seekers in 2005. PHOTOGRAPHS: JOE O’SHAUGHNESSY/BRYAN O’BRIEN/FRANK MILLER
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Direct provision centres
39 in operation as of November 4th 2019
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Top countries of origin, 2001-2019

1. Nigeria
2. Pakistan
3. Zimbabwe
4. Democratic Republic of Congo
5. Albania/Georgia
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Performing his first Irish show in 12 years, and the first headliner for our third chapter...

Bank Holiday Weekend 31 July–2 August
Curraghmore House, Co. Waterford
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Rugby wins that
made it seem like
Japan never was

MalachyClerkin

Churchof Irelandclergyobject to
conservativebishop’sappointment

SportsMonday

JACKHORGAN-JONES

More than 20,000 Irish
mortgage holders are facing
the prospect of carrying
non-performing mortgage debt
into retirement, figures from
the Central Bank of Ireland
show.

A total of 22,264 mortgage
accounts held by people over
50 are in arrears, with almost
half – 9,370 – aged 60 or above.
A majority of the accounts are
in deep arrears, with borrowers
more than 720 days behind on
their payments.

The Central Bank data, in
addition, shows that 21,276
mortgage holders aged 60 or
above still owe more than
¤150,000 in mortgage debt.

While not all these accounts
will be in arrears, concerns
have been raised about the sus-
tainability of these debts for
people finishing their working
lives and entering into retire-
ment without paying down
their mortgage entirely.

The data also shows that
some 15,000 people aged 50
and over are on interest-only
mortgages. A spokeswoman for
Age Action Ireland said the
publication of the data “gives a
clearer picture of the worrying
situation for Ireland’s ageing
population”.

“While there has been an
assumption that older people
close to, and in receipt of, the
State pension are generally
mortgage-free homeowners, it

is clear that this is no longer
true,” she said.

The absolute number of old-
er people in mortgage arrears
is likely to be higher, as the data
only covers the State’s five
largest lenders, and does not
include mortgages owned by
investment funds which have
bought billions of euro of Irish
debt in recent years.

Age-based statistics on mort-
gage arrears are not usually
compiled by the Central Bank,
which provided the analysis in
response to a question asked by
Labour Party finance spokes-
woman Joan Burton.

She said banks should ap-
proach the situation with a
sense of respect for older
people. “The Government is

talking very widely about a just
transition for workers in Bórd
na Mona and the ESB, and it’s
time they apply this principle of
a just transition to older
people,” she said.

The figures show that the
overall level of mortgage
arrears – 6.8 per cent – is
slightly lower among those
over 50 who still have debt
outstanding than in the general
population, where some 8.5 per
cent of mortgages are in
arrears.

However, it is clear from the
data that thousands of people

are in serious difficulty already.
There are almost 7,500 people
aged 60 and above who are in
serious long-term arrears of
360 days or more.

Age Action called on the
Government to address the
issue of income inadequacy
among older cohorts, many of
whom it says will face severe
challenges with the cost of
living, including any remaining
mortgage debts, as they age.

■ Philippa Proctor Quinn is pictured at the launch of Fairyhouse’sWinter Festival at Gordon Elliott’s Cullentra yard yesterday. PHOTOGRAPH: MORGAN TREACY/INPHO

PATSYMcGARRY
ReligiousAffairsCorrespondent

Thirty-six senior Church of
Ireland clergy have put their
names to an open letter
objecting to the appointment of
the newly elected Bishop of
Down and Dromore due to his
involvement with a conserva-
tive Anglican group.

In a letter to the church’s
House of Bishops, the signato-
ries say they are concerned
Archdeacon David McClay may
not be an appropriate choice
due to his membership of the
Gafcon (Global Anglican
Future Conference) Ireland
movement.

They believe the group’s
policies are “antithetical” to the
principles a Church of Ireland

bishop must commit to in the
rite of consecration. These
include “fostering unity, care
for the oppressed, and building
up the people of God in all their
spiritual and sexual diversity”.

Gafcon was founded in 2008,
originally to oppose same-sex
marriage and the ordination of
LGBTQ+ people.

Uniqueupholder
It has proclaimed itself as a
unique upholder of biblical
orthodoxy and as “a global
family of authentic Anglicans
standing together to retain and
restore the Bible to the heart of
the Anglican Communion”.

In 1990, the church voted in
favour of ordaining women as
deacons, priests and bishops.

It has one woman bishop

currently, Bishop of Meath and
Kildare Pat Storey. “How could
Archdeacon McClay possibly ac-
cept a woman as his colleague
in the House of Bishops or up-
hold the doctrine of the Church
of Ireland on women in the
episcopacy?” the letter asks.

Among those who signed the
letter are former head of the
church’s Theological Institute
in Dublin Canon John Bartlett;
Dean of Dublin Dermot Dunne;
Dean of Waterford Maria
Jansson; Dean of Kilkenny
David Mac Donnell; Dean of
Limerick Niall Sloane, and 12
canons of the church.

MARKHILLIARD
andSORCHAPOLLAK

State-owned land could be
used to provide direct-provi-
sion accommodation for the
growing number of asylum
seekers arriving in the
country, Minister of State for
Immigration David Stanton
has said.

The Department of Justice
is considering such a move as
pressure mounts to find
suitable accommodation for
those seeking international
protection after recent efforts
to provide it in community
settings sparked protests.

One such protest in Balli-
namore, Co Leitrim, was
stood down at the weekend
after the High Court granted
an injunction against the
demonstrators for preventing
the completion of work on the
proposed lodgings. The court
was told there was an attempt
to burn down a Tesco store
attached to the 25-apartment
development and that work-
ers had been subject to threats
and intimidation.

The State has become in-
creasingly reliant on emergen-
cy options for accommodating
asylum seekers at a cost of
¤500,000 a week, according
to a departmental spending
review. It currently costs
about ¤100 per person per
night.

Highestlevel
There were 3,762 asylum
applications in the first nine
months of the year, the high-
est level since 2008. There
was a 20 per cent increase in
demand for direct-provision
accommodation last year and
this is expected to rise to
40 per cent this year.

In an interview with
The Irish Times, Mr Stanton
said he was eager to get away
from that approach and is
considering alternatives.

“We are exploring every
eventuality and every possibili-
ty at the moment including
any State land that’s out there
that we can use,” he said.

“The State does own a
number of centres already and
probably if we were to use
some State land we would

have to go and get planning
permission as well, which
would be a more transparent
system [than the current pri-
vate tendering process].”

A senior source familiar
with asylum policy confirmed
that such an approach was un-
der consideration.

The total bill for accommo-
dation for asylum seekers last
year came to ¤78 million,
17 per cent more than initial
estimates and the highest out-
lay since 2010. The operation
of State-owned centres is
about 44 per cent cheaper
than paying private operators,
the spending review states,
but these come with a substan-
tial upfront costs to the ex-
chequer.

‘Maynotbefeasible’
“While completely moving to
State-owned accommodation
may not be feasible, increas-
ing the number of these types
of centres could lead to a re-
duction in current operational
costs.”

Some of those protesting
against the proposed opening
of direct-provision centres in
their areas have criticised a
lack of consultation before
locations are selected, and the
building of accommodation
would make the process more
publicly transparent. Howev-
er, such developments would
still likely provoke disquiet in
communities.

“At the moment we have
opened up a tender
nationally,” Mr Stanton said.
“Because of the pressures on
the system we need this for
people who are seeking
international protection.

“I want to get away from the
emergency hotel and
bed-and-breakfast set-up
because I’m not happy with
that at all.”

Mr Stanton said there was
no appetite to go the way of
some other countries that
have provided accommoda-
tion in “sleeping bags and
tents”.

Emergencyoptionscosting in
the regionof¤500,000aweek

FIACHKELLY

Motorists caught exceeding
a speed limit by more than
30km/h would face prosecu-
tion in the courts and a
¤2,000 fine under a
proposed law.

Minister for Transport
Shane Ross is to ask the
Cabinet to approve revised
plans to introduce graduated
speeding penalties. He was
met with opposition from
Fine Gael colleagues and
concerns from the Attorney
General when he previously
proposed tougher sanctions
for speeding last year.

A person caught speeding
at present receives three
penalty points and an ¤80
fine, irrespective of how
much they exceed the limit
by. The latest proposals see
those caught driving up to
10km/h over the limit receiv-
ing two penalty points and a
¤60 fine; those caught driv-
ing 10km/h to 20km/h over
the limit receiving three pen-
alty points and an ¤80 fine,
and those 20km/h to 30km/h
over getting four penalty
points and a ¤100 fine.

Mr Ross’s previous plan
would have seen anyone
above 30km/h would have
been charged with danger-
ous driving.

The issue may be brought
to Cabinet tomorrow, but
could be delayed as the meet-
ing takes place earlier than
usual this week due to the ex-
pected signing of contracts
for the National Broadband
Plan later that day.

An automatic ¤80 fine for
anyone who does not have
their licence to hand when
stopped by a garda is also be-
ing considered.

McCarthy stresses
positives ahead of
Denmarkshowdown
“AlotoflistenerscomplainedaboutmenotbeingangryenoughwithThierryHenrythatnight.”–KenEarly

Chris
Johns
Do we benefit from
the existence of
billionaires?
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On a summer evening in 1998,
officials carrying out checks on
freight trucks arriving from
France discovered 20 children
hidden among the contents of
two containers. They had been
travelling for seven days.

All from Romania, they were
accompanied by 27 adults and
their arrival from Cherbourg
led to immediate accommoda-
tion problems. Around that
time, about 200 recently ar-
rived Romanians were already
in Rosslare.

Later, as the group applied
for asylum, gardaí expected fur-
ther arrivals. There was a grow-
ing sense of local unease.

Within communities, ru-
mours were spreading of prefer-
ential treatment being given to
asylum seekers over Irish peo-
ple; of luxury apartments paid
for by the State. The Wexford
People newspaper ran an edito-
rial suggesting some might be
attempting to get young girls
pregnant to secure a passport.

“If I hadn’t called a halt and if
the People newspapers hadn’t
called a halt at the time, we
would have been overrun,”
Padge Reck, an Independent
Wexford councillor, said the
following year.

Even then, two years before
the creation of the direct
provision system, Rosslare
emerged as a fledgling example
of a community push-back.
Twenty years on, if the reach,
cause and severity of anti-immi-
grant feeling are open to
debate, its consistency is not.

A report published last year
by the Social Change Initiative,
a Belfast-based international
charity, found almost half (43
per cent) of people in Ireland be-
lieve refugees got preferential
treatmentand access tobenefits.

Anxieties
It also found a “general
openness to immigration” with
35 per cent “very open”
compared to 17 per cent with
“negative attitudes”.

However, the 44 per cent
f o u n d t o b e o p e n t o
immigration but expressing
“certain concerns and anxie-
ties” is perhaps the most impor-
tant statistic given the apparent
number of people eager to con-

test Government plans for di-
rect provision but who quickly
dismiss any notion of prejudice.

This year, as asylum seeker
numbers again increase,
opposition is focusing on a lack
of local consultation on direct
provision centres and, ostensi-
bly, their conditions.

On Achill Island, accommo-
dation plans were postponed
earlier this month following
local protests regarding a
“flawed system”.

Opponents to accommoda-
tion proposed for Ballinamore,
Co Leitrim, last month claimed
Minister of State David Stanton
had said he would “pause” the
plans. The department neither
confirmed nor denied this,
saying it was engaging in “fur-
ther dialogue”.

In 2017, protesters gathered
outside a reception centre in
Killarney where again, a lack of
consultation was cited, and the

following year, the Caiseal
Mara Hotel in Moville, Co
Donegal, earmarked for asy-
lum seekers, was set on fire.
Three months later the same
thing happened at Shannon
Key West Hotel in Rooskey, Co
Roscommon – twice. Plans for
its use were shelved.

In September, Independent
TD Noel Grealish told a meet-
ing in Oughterard, Co Galway,
attended by 800 people con-
cerned over plans for a direct
provision centre, that Africans

were coming “to sponge off the
system here in Ireland”. Those
plans too were eventually with-
drawn, this time by the owner.

Nick Henderson, of the Irish
Refugee Council (IRC), says
direct provision is by its nature
an “institutional beast” support-
ing a fear of the other. “Parking
people on the edge of town in an
old hotel reinforces that,” he
said.

Some have objected to
asylum centres opening in their
areas on the basis of the rise in

population straining local ser-
vices. Former High Court judge
Mr Justice Bryan MacMahon,
who chaired a working group
on direct provision reform, says
there is a point to this.

“A lot of the villages now
have no GP, so they’re worried
if another 300 people come in
with medical needs that they
won’t be able to get an
appointment and that I think is
a legitimate fear.”

Many of the issues stem from
some people’s suspicion that
“economic migrants” are using
asylum procedures to secure a
better life.

This suspicion is one that
University College Dublin law
lecturer and direct provision
expert Dr Liam Thornton
believes has been propagated
by the media.

In a 2007 paper, Upon the
Limits of Rights Regimes, he de-
scribes a reactionary response
to increasing asylum seekers.

“Asylum seekers were dehu-
manised . . . popular myths
among the public included
beliefs that asylum seekers
were receiving social welfare
payments to purchase cars,
designer clothes, mobile phone
and for socialising in pubs.”

Similarly, sociologist Dr Lucy
Michael, who specialises in rac-
ism, has said discourse in the
media has encouraged hostility.

There is a flipside. Every-
where there are opponents,
there are supporters. In Achill,
Moville and Rooskey, other
sections of the communities
formed welcoming groups and
held counter-demonstrations.
Racism and arson have been
condemned. However, opposi-
tion is mounting and political
rhetoric runs the risk of
legitimising it.

Hatespeech
According to the iReport, a
bi-monthly summary of racist
activity compiled by the
European Network Against
Racism Ireland, five politicians
were reported for racist speech
in the second half of 2017, the
latest data available. However,
of those who reported racist
experiences, it noted that
almost half were Irish citizens
while just two reports came
from asylum seekers.

There were also 113 reports
about racist hate speech online,
specifically Facebook, Twitter
and YouTube. This came at a
time of rising concern about a
fringe “alt-right” presence in
Ireland, seeking to shape the
immigration debate according
to its own extreme perspective.

The alt-right agenda has also
begun to make its presence
known during recent asylum ac-

commodation protests and has
been called out by politicians.

In March, a meeting in
Lismore, Co Waterford – organ-
ised to help a Syrian refugee
family – was attended by
far-right agitators, according to
its organisers who said they
noticed the potential for agita-
tion in advance on social media.

Attitudes
“It was getting quite tense.
They were trying to provoke us
and we refused to be
provoked,” one of the
meeting’s organisers said
afterwards. “There was shout-
ing that you’re going to be
raped or killed on the street.”

These recent actions contra-
dict a general belief that
Ireland has been free of the sort
of far-right presence that has
taken a renewed foothold in
other western democracies in
recent years.

The question is, why the
change?

In the Attitudes to Diversity
in Ireland report last year, the
Irish Human Rights and
Equality Commission and
Economic and Social Research
Institute noted public views on
the impact of immigration tend
to go up and down with
economic conditions.

Irish people are more nega-
tive than the average of 10 coun-
tries analysed about Muslim im-
migrants, but attitudes here are
“not quite as hostile” as in Fin-
land, Portugal or a range of east
European countries, it said.

Crucial to the whole debate
on hostility are the views of
immigrants themselves.

The Movement of Asylum
Seekers in Ireland (Masi) and
the Anti-Racism Network in
January published a report,
Attacks on Direct Provision
Centres. It said Ireland “is not
immune to the currents of
anti-migrant racism that have
been spreading and gaining
power across the globe”.

Arson attacks on proposed
centres are causing anxiety
among residents in other areas
who fear they may be targeted.

“It’s interesting to notice the
fact that people are talking
about these issues that affect us
but they don’t really include
us,” says Lucky Kahmbule,
Masi spokesman, who rejects
the idea the local protests are
over the conditions of direct
provision.

“They don’t have a right to
call the system inhumane. They
have no clue what it means –
they have never spent a day
there,” he says. “They have
never been shouted at. They
have never been belittled and
dehumanised.”

Mark
Hilliard SORCHAPOLLAK

In May, Akidwa, the national
network of migrant women,
submitted a report to the Joint
Oireachtas Committee on Jus-
tice and Equality warning that
women in direct provision cen-
tres were being pushed into
prostitution.

It said many women, and in
some cases children, are
offered money for sex by staff,
other residents and men from
local towns.

Most women who go
through the system have been
propositioned by a stranger
near where they live, while oth-
ers are groomed by male resi-
dents operating as pimps with-
in theaccommodation, says Sa-
lome Mbugua of Akidwa. This,
she adds, is happening in cities,
towns and in rural areas.

Most of those engaging in
prostitutionare reluctant to ad-
mit it for fear of being seen as
“bad women”, says Mbugua.

“What we hear every time is
there’s a lot of stress in terms
of sustaining family, health
and wellbeing. Most of them
don’t have jobs and don’t have
enough to meet the needs of
their children.”

While the introduction last
yearof the right to work for asy-
lum seekers means some wom-
en can access formal employ-
ment, those who are appealing
a rejected application and, as a
result, spend longer in the sys-
tem, still risk turning to prosti-
tution to make money.

People become desperate
when forced to survive on a
small weekly stipend, particu-
larly when they feel they must
provide for their children,
says Dr Liam Thornton of the
UCD school of law.

“It’s been going on since
2000. If you’re going to de-
mean a person and force them
to live on ¤38.30 a week, some
people will turn to sex work.
It’s survival work; we’re doing
that to people.”

Amanda Keane, of Ruha-
ma, which supports women af-
fected by prostitution, says it
remains unclear how many
women in direct provision are
resorting to prostitution.

One woman, who spoke on
condition of anonymity, says
male asylum seekers are often
the people who act as a point
of contact between men who
approach direct provision ac-
commodation looking for sex
and women in the centre.

“The cars pull up outside
and they’ll meet a guy who
lives here and ask can you
hook us up with some girls.”

The same woman says she
was once approached by a
male asylum seeker who said
she could make ¤100 per day
by having sex for five minutes.

“He knew I had kids and
told me you’ll make money
and be supporting your chil-
dren. When I told him I wasn’t
interested he asked, ‘why are
you refusing this opportunity,
don’t you know how to have
sex?’ I told him I have sex, but I
need to have feelings to do it.”

The authorities do not carry
out vulnerability assessments
on asylum seekers on arrival
in the State, despite a legal re-
sponsibility to do so under the
European Union’s reception
and conditions directive.

Trafficked
Earlier this year, the US State
Department criticised the
Irish Government publicly for
failing to provide adequate
supports to victims.

Inthe absence of vulnerabili-
ty assessments, the State is “un-
der-identifying victims” who
may have previously been traf-
ficked but do not mention this
upon arrival in the country,
saysBrianKilloran of theImmi-
grant Council of Ireland. Once
a person submits an asylum ap-
plication they cannot be identi-
fied as victims of trafficking.

Since the introduction of
anti-trafficking legislation in
2008, the Reception and Inte-
gration Agency has housed vic-
tims in direct-provision cen-
tres. Civil society groups had
hoped women recovering
from sexual exploitation
would stay in specialised refug-
es or supported housing, says
Nusha Yonkova, gender and
anti-trafficking expert with

the council. The State’s deci-
sion to house women who had
been trafficked in direct provi-
sion is a “huge disappoint-
ment”, she says.

“Direct provision is very in-
appropriate because it is not
gender specific accommoda-
tion and not conducive to re-
covery for women who have
been subjected to abuse. They
have to share the rooms with
other women and don’t have
any privacy”.

While victims are assured
anonymity, news of what they
have gone through often leaks
through the centre.

With just one female-only
accommodation centre for asy-
lum seekers in the country,
most survivors are housed in
close quarters with men which
risks further trauma, says
Keane. Some of the most vul-
nerable women also risk being
re-trafficked. But separating a
woman within that mixed gen-
der setting can lead to further
problems.

“One woman we worked
with was placed in a room sepa-
rate to other people,” says
Keane. “Groups of men would
come to her room, put porno-
graphic images under her
door and try to get her to per-
form sexual acts. It was be-
cause she was isolated and al-
ready vulnerable, she was an
easy target.”

In some cases, women who
have previously suffered sexu-
alviolencedisappear complete-
ly from the system, says Keane,
adding that in the past year two
women receiving support from
Ruhama went missing.

One was staying in a direct

provision centre and the other
in a women’s refugee. “We
would suspect they have been
trafficked into the sex trade
again. People don’t just disap-
pear.”

When asked how many traf-
ficked women have gone miss-
ing from the direct provision
system in the past five years,
the Department of Justice re-
ferred the matter on to the
Health Service Executive.

A HSE spokeswoman said
victims attended their anti-
human trafficking service on a
voluntary basis, but they were
unaware of any women who
had gone missing from direct
provision.

The Immigrant Council of
Ireland has, however, record-
ed women going missing.

“On at least two occasions
women we worked with disap-
peared,” says Yonkova. “They
were probably recruited and
are still at risk of being traf-
ficked by criminal groups.”

Trafficked women are of-
fered a 60-day period of “re-
covery and reflection” while
staying in direct provision and
receive a temporary six-
month residency permit that
can be renewed.

However, up until earlier
this year, a number of women
said they had received letters
from the Government indicat-
ing they should leave the cen-
tres as they had permission to
work or access social welfare
payments, says Killoran.

The letters stopped coming
after Killoran raised the prob-
lem at an Oireachtas justice
committee hearing.

For a brochure or to book, call: 01 905 6310
www.irishtimes.com/traveloffers
*See website for full terms and conditions. Holidays organised & operated by Riviera Travel, Chase House, City Junction Business Park, Malahide Road, Northern
Cross, Dublin D17 (ATOL Number 3430) a company independent of The Irish Times, whose booking conditions apply. When you respond to offers we may use your
information to contact you with offers/services we believe will be of interest. Please give your mobile or email details if you wish to receive offers by sms or email. We
will not give your data to other companies without your permission; please let us know if you are happy for us to do so. Prices are based on two sharing and are correct
at time of print. Single rooms and optional insurance available at a supplement. Additional entrance costs may apply. Images used in conjunction with Riviera Travel.
For feedback to The Irish Times, email travelreaderoffers@irishtimes.com.

8 days from €1,389pp or 15 days from €3,209pp

Departures in December 2019 and
March to December 2020

Award-winning European river cruises
Rhine, Danube, Moselle, Main, Rhône, Douro, Seine, Saône or Dutch waterways

Riviera Travel’s award-winning river cruises include
everything you need for an exceptional experience.
Cruise Europe’s most beautiful waterways aboard the
finest ships, featuring superb dining on board and
spacious suites and cabins – many with a French balcony
for unrivalled views. Choose from 15 fascinating river
cruises that take you to the iconic highlights as well as
lesser-known gems in destinations such as Cologne,
Trier, Koblenz, Heidelberg, Basel, Lucerne, Douro Valley,
Vienna, Budapest, Amsterdam, Avignon, Arles, Bruges,
Paris or Rouen.

Your cruise includes:

• Exceptional cuisine with full board throughout

• Fascinating tours and excursions

• Return flights, plus all transfers

• Beautifully appointed five-star cabins with hotel standard
beds, private bathrooms and river views

• The services of our experienced cruise director and concierge

Up to €400
of on-board

credit per cabin
on selected
river cruises*

THEIRISHTIMES supportstheworkofthePressCouncilof
IrelandandtheOfficeofthePressOmbudsman,andourstaffoperate
withinthecodeofpractice. Youcanobtainacopyofthecode,or
contactthecouncil,atwww.presscouncil.ie Phone:(01)6489130,
Lo-call1890208080oremail: info@presscouncil.ie

Direct
provision is

very inappropriate
because it is not
gender specific
accommodation
and not conducive
to recovery for
womenwho have
been subjected to
abuse Nusha
Yonkova, gender and
anti-trafficking expert

Polls revealworries
but for everyprotest
or fire, thereare
voicesof support

■ Top: A silent protest in
Oughterard against a direct
provision centre at the former
Connemara Gateway Hotel.
Right: Romanian nationals
found in the back of a freight
truck in Rosslare Europort in
1998. Above: GalwayWest TD
Noel Grealish. PHOTOGRAPHS: JOE
O’SHAUGHNESSY, DYLAN VAUGHAN
AND BRYAN O’BRIEN
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differingviewsonimpactof immigration

Migrant network
highlights risk
of prostitution
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On Saturday, October 5th,
2019 Mavis Ramazani stood
on the stage of Dublin’s Liber-
ty Hall and described in detail
the guilt she felt as a mother
raising her daughter in direct
provision.

“Every day I ask myself
what kind of child am I rais-
ing? These are young people
with dreams who are talented
but they are going nowhere
slowly. The reality is their lives
are being slowly destroyed.
The system is destroying lives,
it’s inhumane.”

Her words echoed the senti-
ments of Donnah Vuma who
told the Oireachtas Commit-
tee of Justice and Equality in
May how her children could
not take part in extra-curricu-
lar activities or join school
trips. Her nine-year-old son
has shown signs of depression,
said Vuma, a member of the
Movement of Asylum Seekers
in Ireland (Masi). “He has
come to me and said,
‘sometimes when I feel sad I
feel like killing myself’.”

The long-term implications
of growing up in direct provi-
sion have been repeatedly
flagged over the past decade.
When it was established in
2000, nobody envisaged so
many children would spend
their most formative years in
the system, says human rights
lawyer Noeline Blackwell. “It
never ran into our heads that
children would grow up with-
out a place to crawl.”

Direct provision directly
conflicts with a child’s right to
an adequate standard of liv-
ing, according to former spe-
cial rapporteur on child pro-
tection Prof Geoffrey Shan-
non. Housing children in
these settings leads to a loss of
autonomy and institutionalisa-
tion, said Prof Shannon in
2018.

In a 2012 report, the Irish
Refugee Council said the sys-
tem was in effect “State-sanc-
tioned poverty” with children
forced to share confined spac-
es with adults and sometimes
witness violent and sexual be-
haviour.

Following its first inspec-
tion of direct provision for fam-
ilies in 2015, Hiqa reported cas-
es of mental health issues,
physical abuse due to exces-
sive physical chastisement,
older children being left to
care for younger children, ex-
posure to domestic violence
and inappropriate contact
from some adults living in
close proximity to children.

Overcrowding in centres
means children cannot fully
develop while parents feel una-
ble to carry out their care du-
ties and fear becoming a “dan-
ger” towards their families be-
cause of mental health strug-
gles, says Tanya Ward, of the
Children’s Rights Alliance.

‘Childrenneedspace’
In direct provision, children
are deprived of the right to de-
velop and grow, says Lucky
Khambule from Masi. “Chil-
dren need space to play with
other kids and do their home-
work. They need to burn their
energy outside but many are
locked in their rooms. They
grow up hearing a foreign
voice saying ‘no’. That damag-
es.”

The 2015 MacMahon work-
ing group review of reception
centre conditions recommend-
ed an increase in the weekly al-
lowance, on-site homework
clubs for children and the
re-instatement of community
welfare services for residents.
It signalled a change in the con-

ditions of centres, with a more
concentrated effort to develop
family-friendly settings.

However, children growing
up in the system still face nu-
merous barriers, particularly
when they finish secondary
school and are unable to con-
tinue into third level. Some
Irish universities have
launched scholarships for asy-
lum-seekers, but most stu-
dents cannot carry on unless
they pay international fees.

In 2015 the Government in-
troduced a student grant sup-
port scheme for asylum-seek-
er students who had spent at
least five years in an Irish
school. Earlier this year the
five-year rule was reduced to
three.

While most asylum-seeking
children come to Ireland with
family, some arrive alone.
Since 2011, unaccompanied
minors have been either
placed with a foster family or
in a specialised care home un-
der the auspices of Tusla, the
Child and Family Agency.
However, for the first decade
of this century, many of them
were left to live unsupervised.

Missingchildren
In 2009, it was reported 419
unaccompanied children had
gone missing from State ac-
commodation in the 10 previ-
ous years. While the number
of unaccompanied children
who disappear has dropped in
recent years, it remains a prob-
lem.

Last year, 11 children were
reported as missing from care
settings or foster homes and
four were subsequently found
or returned. In 2017 eight

went missing and five re-
turned; in 2016 nine went miss-
ing and four returned; in 2015
nine went missing and four
were returned and in 2014
three went missing and two
were found.

Last year, 129 unaccompa-
nied migrant children, most
aged 15-17, were referred to
Tusla. While these young peo-
ple are initially looked after,
when they turn 18, if they do
not have refugee status, most
are transferred to a direct pro-
vision centre often in a differ-
ent part of the country. This
sudden relocation can dam-
age young people who are in
the process of rebuilding their
lives, says Ward.

While supports for asy-
lum-seeking families and unac-
companied minors have im-
proved in recent years, these
changes are overshadowed by
the emergence of emergency
facilities, says Ward.

The 36 emergency accom-
modation centres, which have
opened in private B&Bs and
hotels in the past year, are not
properly regulated and it re-
mains unclear whether all chil-
dren in temporary accommo-
dation are enrolled in school.

“All the advancements and
improvements in the system
are now under threat because
they’ve run out of accommoda-
tion options. I think it’s going
to worse rather than better.”

■Sara Althabhaney, aged 16who is
originally fromYemen and now living in
Direct Provision in Ballyhaunis, CoMayo.
PHOTOGRAPH: KEITH HENEGHAN
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At the turn of the century as asy-
lum applications in Ireland
were escalating faster than offi-
cials could keep up, the govern-
ment was scrambling to find a
workable system to deal with it.

Thousands of asylum seek-
ers were arriving with nowhere
in particular to go and could ap-
ply for State welfare (in 1999
the numbers would approach
8,000). Three-quarters of the
public (74 per cent) wanted
strict limits on numbers, ac-
cording to a poll in The Irish
Times. There was scant appe-
tite for a liberal regime.

In Dublin, chaotic scenes un-
folded at the refugee applica-
tion centre in Mount Street,
with queues of applicants and
long delays in processing them.
The pressure was becoming un-
bearable. In March of 2000, Fi-
anna Fáil’s minister for justice
John O’Donoghue set out a
plan for a major overhaul of the
system. Among a list of “major
new initiatives” was the formal
establishment of the Reception
and Integration Agency which
would take charge of services

for asylum seekers and refu-
gees. It would steer “integra-
tion policy” for those given
leave to stay in the country.
While acknowledging the need
for efficiency in deportations
(by then just 19 of 300 orders
had been executed), the docu-
ment dealt largely with the ques-
tion of accommodation.

The government set out to
build 4,000 permanent spaces,
as well as short-term solutions
to deal with the situation.
Those thousands of permanent
spaces would never emerge,
however. The ultimate failure
of this early policy, as well as the
unpredictability of annual mi-
grant flows and demands on the
system, would be felt years later
by a different government
scrambling to secure its own ac-
commodation options.

Rights
Much of the early debate had to
do with what rights asylum seek-
ers should have in the labour
market and what role they
would play in Irish society.

While accommodation was
to be provided on a “full-board
basis” – direct provision – those
in it would receive welfare pay-
ments of £15 a week (£7.50 for
children). Whereas before, asy-
lum seekers could access social
welfare payments, this gradual-
ly changed.

In a 2013 paper, UCD law lec-
turer Dr Liam Thornton ex-
plained those claiming asylum
before 2000 qualified for wel-
fare in the same way as Irish citi-
zens. As they were not allowed
to work, they could not access
unemployment-related assis-
tance payments but they could
get supplementary welfare al-
lowance, amounting to much
the same thing. “In 1998 and
1999, the Irish government dis-

cussed the need to tackle the
perception that Ireland was a
soft touch in terms of welfare
tourism,” he wrote, describing
“increasing ministerial un-
ease” at the situation.

O’Donoghue, he said, citing a
letter he obtained between
then justice minister and then
minister for social affairs Der-
mot Ahern, had stated “that
‘every immigration service in
Europe’ was telling him that Ire-
land’s welfare provision was act-
ing as a magnet in drawing asy-
lum seekers”.

Today, Dr Thornton is con-
vinced European pressure was
applied to Ireland to change
this approach, ultimately
achieved by the introduction of
direct provision and its supple-
mentary payments. These con-

cerns are confirmed by other
sources. Two former cabinet
members from different gov-
ernments confirmed economic
“pull factors” had a major bear-
ing on policy. One of the sourc-
es said, “The main problem was
that there were so many bogus
cases that it really took away
the focus [from], and was unfair
on the genuine applicants.”

Later, Dr Thornton told The
Irish Times, as access to core so-
cial welfare payments was de-
nied, shortfalls for covering eve-
ryday expenses such as chil-
dren’s nappies and education
and other costs was covered by
the system of Exceptional
Needs Payments. However, by

2012, this was cut to nappies
alone. The State points out
those in the system are also pro-
vided with medical prescrip-
tions, dental and optical care,
pregnancy services and those
relating to children’s health.

The issue of whether asylum
seekers should work was cen-
tral to policy debate long before
the numbers of asylum seekers
accelerated.

Other arguments would fo-
cus on humanitarian perspec-
tives, and on the importance of
integration, community in-
volvement and financial
self-sufficiency. However, it
was only in February 2018 that
things would change. The Su-
preme Court struck down the
absolute ban as being unconsti-
tutional and today, limited ac-
cess to work is available.

The slow-moving pace of the
asylum process has also come
in for criticism. In 2000, with
about 50 new applications a
day, the government commit-
ted to accelerating decisions.
However, legal challenges have
long been pointed to in cases
where people have waited years
for an answer. When the new
legislation was brought in there
was a backlog of about 5,000
people in the system for over
five years. But the processing of
applicants is being aggravated
by rising numbers.

Minister of State for Equali-
ty, Immigration and Integra-
tion, David Stanton insists, Ire-
land has “made huge improve-
ments compared to what was
there when it started”. In 20
years, he says, more than
60,000 people came through
the system which now has 38
functioning accommodation
centres.

Tomorrow:Deportations

Muchof the
earlydebate

hadtodowithwhat
rightsasylum
seekersshouldhave
inthelabourmarket

When Sara Althabhaney started school in
Ireland three years ago it wasn’t her skin
colour or accent that made her stand out.

Yes, she was one of the first students to
come here from Yemen and she wore a
headscarf. But it was the fact that her
classmates automatically labelled her as
an asylum seeker that made Althabhaney
deeply uncomfortable.

“Coming to a place where you know
absolutely no one is intimidating. It’s a
different culture and different people and
you don’t know how to make friends.
People know you’re an asylum seeker the
moment you walk into school and then
there’s the stigma of why is she here. They
wonder is she just here for economic
benefits?”

Brought up in Yemen, a country now
crippled by four years of civil war, Sara
Althabhaney left the country with her
mother and three siblings in 2016. The
family sought asylum in Ireland and spent
a few weeks in the Balseskin direct provi-
sion centre in Dublin before being trans-
ferred to Ballyhaunis, Co Mayo.

Most people presumed the family had
come from Syria. “Everybody that spoke

Arabic was from Syria but I was from a
different country. People were interested
in talking to me, but I also felt like I didn’t
fit in with them.”

She quickly noticed a divide in the town
between the immigrant population and
those with Irish background. “In Ballyhau-
nis there’s always that separation between
Muslim and Irish people. Most foreign kids
hang out with foreign kids, the Irish stay
together. They talk to us but we don’t hang
out with each other.”

Althabhaney describes the Old Convent

direct provision centre where she lives as
one of the “good centres” with a friendly
manager and staff who are willing to help.
However, she believes the direct provision
system must end. “.. . There’s a lack of
privacy, it’s not your property. People can
walk in whenever they want for inspec-
tions. That lack of privacy takes a toll on
you.”

The Althabhaney family has received
their refugee status and is in the process of
applying for the housing assistance

payment (Hap). However, as her mother
does not speak English, Sara and her
brother have taken on the paper work.
“We have to run around trying to figure
out what to sign and how to fill out forms
correctly because if you mess one thing up
and it takes two months and is rejected,
that’s two months wasted.”

The past three years have forced Sara to
grow up faster than most of her peers.
“Living in direct provision you have to
mature at a higher speed. You have to take
on responsibilities, you have so much to
take care of. If I was back home I would still
be that teenage kid who was very depend-
ent.”

Moving abroad has also opened the
young student’s mind. “Before coming
here I didn’t know much about asylum
seekers. I had that idea of people living in
tents and camps. But not everybody seeks
asylum for war reasons. People have
personal things they have to get away
from. You feel like you ran away from your
country for safety but then you’re disre-
spected. People should be treated like
people.” SORCHAPOLLAK

Immigrationofficer raisedconcernsover
allowancesalongside right towork

MarkHilliard

Living in direct
provision you have

tomature at a higher
speed

Directprovision
directly conflicts
witha child’s right
toanadequate
standardof living,
according to
formerspecial
rapporteuronchild
protectionProf
GeoffreyShannon
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Pollak

Case study
SaraAlthabhaney (16)
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A senior Department of Jus-
tice official strongly disagreed
with the proposed increase to
direct provision payments in
last year’s budget, documents
show. The weekly allowance
for asylum seekers in direct
provision rose to ¤38.80 for
adults and ¤29.80 for children
in March 2019 following the
recommendation of the 2015
MacMahon working group re-
port.

The increase came nearly
six months after Minister for
Finance Paschal Donohoe an-
nounced in his Budget 2019 so-
cial welfare package the sti-
pend would go up. However,
documents released under
freedom of information to
UCD academic Dr Liam
Thornton, and shared with
The Irish Times, reveal a sen-
ior official from the Irish Natu-
ralisation and Immigration
Service (INIS) was unhappy to
see payments for asylum seek-
ers increase.

‘Generous’
In an email to a Department of
Social Protection official dat-
ed September 25th, 2018, Bri-
an Merriman, a principal offic-
er at the INIS, within the De-
partment of Justice, wrote the
MacMahon rates had been rec-
ommended at a time when
there was a total ban on access-
ing work. “We now have the
most generous access, includ-
ing that children will retain
their allowances regardless of
the parents’ earnings. Have
you considered such a radical
change of economic circum-
stances and the NGO submis-
sions point that out?”

The principal officer from

the Department of Social Pro-
tection responded “all the is-
sues you identify have been
considered and highlighted”
but he was only making the
Justice official aware of poten-
tial plans. “It is by no means
certain this will be included as
part of the budget package”.

Contribution
Mr Merriman replied the de-
partment should also consider
the “very poor take up on the
right to work (which may indi-
cate they are already working
in serious numbers). If they
are working the lack of take up
of the permission may be a re-
sistance to making any contri-
bution towards their keep?”

A fortnight later, the in-
crease was announced in the
2019 budget. It marked the
third payment rise since the di-
rect provision allowance was
introduced in 2000 at a week-
ly rate of IR£15 per adult and
IR£7.50 per child (¤19.10 per
adult and ¤9.60 per child).

According to Dr Thornton,
the Department of Justice has
always been “exceptionally
cautious” about improving
conditions for asylum seekers.

“The core reason for the Jus-
tice reluctance is that it has al-
ways argued that but [for] the
impoverishment of asylum
seekers, Ireland would face a
wave of people coming here to
see asylum,” he said.

The 2016 rise was to avoid
criticism by the UN Commit-
tee on the Rights of the Child,
while the 2017 increase was an
attempt by Taoiseach Leo Var-
adkar to appear “caring and
not altogether heartless” in
light of his welfare cheats cam-
paign, said Dr Thornton.

A Government spending re-
view of direct provision, pub-
lished in August, stated sav-
ings could be made “once ar-
rangements are complete” to
reduce or withdraw daily al-
lowances from those in em-
ployment.

Documents obtained by Dr
Liam Thornton over recent
yearsthatare referenced inthis
article will soon be accessible
on thewebsite exploringdirect-
provision.ie

Weeklyallowance rose to¤38.80
foradults and¤29.80 for children

‘The system is
destroying lives,
it’s inhumane’
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The walls of Joe Odiboh’s small apartment
in Dundalk are plastered with dozens of
multicoloured canvases he has painted
during his time in Ireland. A former art
teacher, Odiboh’s oils and watercolours
have served as a much-needed distraction
during his eight years in the asylum
system. However, nothing can block out
the fact that he is now facing deportation
from this country.

On September 19th, Odiboh received a
letter from the Department of Justice stat-
ing he no longer had permission to remain
in Ireland, and should return voluntarily to
his country of origin or face deportation.

Odiboh came to Ireland in 2011 from
South Africa, where he says he suffered
xenophobic attacks as a foreign national
being originally from Nigeria. He says he
also worked as a police informant, but
faced violence after his cover was blown.

He spent a number of years in Sligo’s
Globe House direct provision centre
before moving to the Carroll Village
housing for asylum seekers in Dundalk. In
2015, he provided testimony and took part
in the 2015 MacMahon review of the direct
provision system.

Even though his applications for refugee
status and subsidiary protection were re-
fused, he had hoped the Government
would allow him to stay in Ireland through
leave-to-remain. Now he has been told to
leave the country.

The letter telling him to leave was issued
after Odiboh withdrew the appeal of his
subsidiary protection case, believing he
should reapply in order to secure
leave-to-remain. He says he was acting on
advice that people who had spent five years
or more in the system should apply sepa-
rately for leave-to-remain.

Odiboh is one of the 1,759 people who
have received deportation orders so far
this year. He joins 79 other Nigerians fac-
ing deportation, along with 553 Pakistanis,
224 Brazilians, 95 Bangladeshis and 93 In-
dians. However, just 241 of these orders

have been carried out to date.
In reality the majority of people who re-

ceive deportation orders to leave Ireland
are not actually escorted on to a plane. The
Department of Justice says “significant
numbers of people” leave voluntarily after
the deportation letter arrives. However, as
exit checks are not carried out it is unclear
exactly how many people leave of their own
volition.

Enforced removals, says the depart-
ment, are only carried out as a “last resort”
with the support of the Garda national im-
migration bureau.

The high cost of deportations often acts
as a deterrent to carrying out orders, while
sometimes people simply cannot be sent
home because of instability in their coun-
try and a lack of civilian flights entering the
jurisdiction, according to a legal profession-
al working in immigration.

The lack of diplomatic ties with a coun-
try can make it difficult for the State to
come to an agreement around deporta-
tions, and finding gardaí willing to accom-
pany a deportee back to their home coun-
try can also be problematic.

A couple of times a year the Government
charters a flight to take deported people to
one particular country, said the legal
source. A number of such flights have re-
turned people to Nigeria.

Earlier this year the Department of Jus-

tice announced in its annual immigration
review that 5,028 people had been “deport-
ed or otherwise removed” from the State in
2018. In reality, just 163 people living in Ire-
land were taken from their homes and put
on a plane.

Some 68 EU nationals were returned
home following removal orders, and 22 asy-
lum applicants were returned to the EU
country where they made their initial appli-
cation for international protection.

Another 213 people voluntarily returned
home with Government support. The re-
maining 4,562 were refused permission to
enter the country (leave to land) at Irish
ports, and spent a few hours in the country
before departing on the next available
flight.

Forciblyremoved
Pakistanis are the nationality most likely to
receive deportation orders (although more
Nigerians than Pakistanis have actually
been sent home in recent years). A total of
1,555 deportation orders have been issued
to people from Pakistan since 2016, with
117 people forcibly removed from the State.

A number of sham marriages between
Pakistani men and European women was a
“driving force” in this rise in deportation
orders, according to a former government
cabinet minister who requested anonymi-
ty.

“We had a few of the centres suddenly
fill up with men from Pakistan. It happened
all of a sudden.

“If people aren’t suitable and don’t meet
the criteria they have to be deported,” said
the source, who admitted that many failed
asylum applicants become confused by the
long silence after receiving a deportation
order. This can encourage people to drop
out of the system and disappear. You either
have a serious deportation system or you
don’t. I think we’ve been ambivalent about
it because people have been here so long.”

Gardaí behind Operation Vantage, set
up in 2015 to tackle international crime

gangs organising sham marriages, believe
nearly 2,000 such marriages have taken
place in recent years with men from Paki-
stan, India, Bangladesh and other Asian
countries marrying women from Portugal,
Latvia, Estonia, Slovakia and other Europe-
an countries for a fee of up to ¤20,000.

Despite increased rhetoric around false
asylum claims from Albanians and Geor-
gians, just 42 Georgians have been deport-
ed from Ireland since 2016. More than 23
per cent of asylum applications made so far
this year have come from Albanian nation-
als, while Georgians account for nearly 15
per cent of claims.

Trend
This reflects a Europe-wide trend in rising
numbers of asylum claims from these two
countries. The European increase may in
part be explained by the fact that Albani-
ans and Georgians no longer need visas to
enter the Schengen zone (an area compris-
ing 26 European states that have officially
abolished all passport and all other types of
border control). However, they still re-
quire visas for Ireland, the UK and Den-
mark.

It is believed some Georgians and Albani-
ans who seek asylum in Ireland are hoping
to travel on to the UK, particularly ahead of
Brexit. Many arrive as economic migrants
and are not eligible for refugee status, but a

small number, particularly those from the
LGBT community, are fleeing persecution.

While Albania and Georgia are deemed
“safe” countries by the Irish Government,
a small number of Albanians do travel here
with “completely legitimate” asylum
claims, according to the previously men-
tioned legal source.

He says human trafficking remains a
real problem in Albania, along with corrup-
tion and criminal activity. “These are genu-
ine, real claims. There is no basis for this
idea that they are all economic migrants.”

So far this year 23 Georgians have been
removed from Ireland, up from two last
year. The number of Albanians is fewer.

Two months on from receiving his depor-
tation letter, Odiboh is becoming increas-
ingly anxious about his future in this coun-
try.

He has appealed the decision and is
awaiting an answer.

“I’ve experienced normal life in Ireland,
and I like it. Ireland made me find my true
self, my originality in my art, literature and
theatre. It has given me peace, security,
safety and the ability to have a meaningful
and purposeful life.

“This deportation order is taking life out
of me. It takes everything meaningful away
from me... I beg, and plead with my life, my
heart, body and soul to be allowed to re-
main here in this safe and secure nation.”

Taoiseach Leo Varadkar pro-
voked criticism recently when
he sought to account for a rise
in asylum numbers by pointing
the finger at Georgian and Alba-
nian nationals carrying fake
documents.

The tone was criticised as a
dangerous framing of a com-
plex asylum issue. The reality is
that whether or not the num-
bers of certain nationalities
have been spiking in recent
times, it is just the latest pattern
in a system regularly shifting in
the context of both geopolitical
and economic realities over 20
years.

Detailed statistical informa-
tion can, when drawn together,
offer a good view of how many
people have come to Ireland
and when – their reasons are
easily speculated upon by vir-
tue of source countries and
time periods.

In its annual summaries, the
International Protection Office
(IPO, the Office of the Refugee
Applications Commissioner or
Orac until 2017) lists the top
five or six source countries of
those seeking refuge.

Despite misconceptions of
mass arrivals from a small

group of places, the IPO and
Orac reports consistently point
out that in fact small numbers
of applications are received
from a large number of coun-
tries.

Some stand out. Nigeria, Pa-
kistan and Zimbabwe have, be-
tween 2001 and 2019, been the
most common origin of asylum
applicants. These are followed
by the Democratic Republic of
Congo (DRC), and Georgia and
Albania, the joint fifth most
common countries to appear in
annual tallies.

China and Romania too have
been relatively common.

In total, 24 countries have
featured in the “top five or six”
countries of origin in annual re-
ports over 18 years. Many have
been obvious conflict areas
such as Iraq, Afghanistan, Syria
and Sudan.

But patterns fluctuate. To-
wards the end of 1999, data
showed a sixfold increase in Ro-
manians throughout the year
and a fourfold rise in Nigerian
applications. The latter country
had the highest number of appli-
cants every year from 2001 to
2014 when it was surpassed by
Pakistan, while Albania and
Georgia have topped the rank-
ings this year and last.

Between 2000 and 2016,
there have been 76,839 asylum
applications (44,878 male and
31,961 female).

Of that total, about 24 per
cent were minors.

First-countryprinciple
Even in 1999, the growing
strain on the system was evi-
dent, as was the resulting delay
in processing applications.
Amid reports of about 1,000
people arriving every month
(the actual average monthly
rate of asylum applications that

year was 644), Fianna Fáil TD
Batt O’Keeffe called for an in-
vestigation, concerned that asy-
lum seekers were not being pro-
cessed in the other European
countries they had come
through – the first-country prin-
ciple enshrined in EU law.

‘Racketeering’
“There obviously has to be rack-
eteering involved and, given
the numbers coming into
Rosslare, I think it’s a fair as-
sumption that there must be

some level of collusion with the
racketeers by some officials in
France and the UK,” Mr O’Keef-
fe said at the time.

That year, nine out of 10 ap-
plications were being refused
in initial decisions (overall appli-
cation rates were 7,724). Up to
then there had been 171 success-
ful applications from 1,179 in
1996; 119 from 3,883 in 1997;

and 77 from 4,626 in 1998.
Processing times and delays

were a problem from the out-
set, aggravated by rising num-
bers of arrivals and a shortfall
in the administrative ability to
cope with them.

But the government had lit-
tle idea of what was to come. In
2000, asylum application rates
began to rise significantly,
breaking the 10,000 mark for
the first time, at 10,938. They
would peak at 11,634 in 2002,
the highest level on record be-
fore rates continued to decline
– with a a 92 per cent reduction
between then and 2013, in the
depths of economic depression.

According to IPO data, annu-
al processing rates ranged from
12,577 in 2001 to a low of 1,060
in 2014 (this data often varied
between processing of applica-
tions filed in a specific year to
overall applications). Between
2001 and 2019, average month-
ly totals of new applications
were anywhere between 79 and
969.

Withdrawnapplications
Thousands of applications are
also withdrawn, from an annu-
al rate of less than 200 between
2012 and 2014 to as many as
8,641 in 2003.

“This refers not just to indi-
viduals who voluntarily with-
draw from the process, but also
those who do not co-operate
with it, therefore having their
applications “deemed to be
withdrawn”.

Despite never even approach-
ing early record years, applica-
tions have been increasing slow-
ly since 2014. Last September
they rose above 3,500. This re-
surgence coincides with an ap-
parent increase in community
opposition to direct provision
centres being located in their ar-

eas.
The IPO’s annual reports list

more than 31,500 appeals hear-
ings for those refused asylum.
Challenges to the system, and
its outcomes, also stretch to the
courts where there have been
somewhere in the order of
1,578 judicial reviews lodged
since 2001 (official data often in-
cludes a small number of legal
actions other than judicial re-
view).

‘Significantissue’
In its first year of operation in
2001, the Office of the Refugee
Applications Commissioner
noted a “significant issue” in
dealing with judicial reviews
which applicants were seeking
under section 5 of the Illegal Im-
migrants (Trafficking) Act
2000.

“Most judicial reviews are
concerned with how the deci-
sion was made and not what
was decided, and the focus is
very much on whether the stat-

ed procedures are carried out,
in accordance with law, and con-
stitutional and natural justice,”
it said.

The rate of these proceed-
ings was at its highest between
2005 and 2010, with the IPO
noting 440 new cases in 2007.

Fingerprinting has long
been a part of the system. Since
2007, Ireland began using an
electronic comparison system
known as Eurodac.

All prints taken are trans-
ferred to a database in Luxem-
bourg and match searches are
usually sent back to countries
processing claims within 10-15
minutes.

This is done primarily to see
if the applicant had previously
arrived in another EU member
state which would then have re-
sponsibility for processing
their case.

Since 2007, more than
19,000 sets of fingerprints have
been taken in Ireland and fed
into the database.

‘‘

Direct provision
20 years on

Many failedasylum
applicantsbecomeconfused
by the longsilenceafter
receivingadeportation
order.This canencourage
people todropoutof the
systemanddisappear

SorchaPollak

MarkHilliard

Approximate number of
asylum applications between
2000 and 2016

News Agenda

Where have our asylum
seekers come from?

IHI Founders’ Banquet
&

Hospitality Management Awards

Thursday, 28th November 2019
The Clayton Hotel Burlington Road

Black Tie Event

Drinks Reception at 6:30pm

Dinner for 7:30pm

Entertainment till late by
Pink Champagne

For all bookings, email
awards@ihi.ie

Inreality, the
majorityofpeople
whoreceive
deportationorders
to leave Irelandare
notactually escorted
on toaplane.The
Departmentof
Justice says
‘significantnumbers
ofpeople’ leave
voluntarily after the
deportation letter
arrives

■Artist andwriter Joe
Odiboh: originally from
Nigeria, he has lived in direct
provision for eight years but is
now facing deportation.
PHOTOGRAPH: DARA MAC DÓNAILL

‘I plead with my life, my heart, body and soul
to be allowed to remain in this safe nation’

Applications for International Protection 2019 Top 5 nationalities

Nationality
Albania
Georgia
Zimbabwe
Nigeria
South Africa
Others

Number
875
556
293
272
255
1511

%
23.3
14.8
7.8
7.2
6.8
40.2

3,762

The total above represents a 42% increase on
the figure for the same period in 2018

When relocation applications are excluded, the increase is 60.2%

‘‘

Nigerianartist is oneof
1,759peoplewhohave
receivedadeportation
letter so far this year

Numberof asylum
seekerspeaked
at11,634 in2002
before ratesdeclined

TOMORROW
What is the cost of
direct provision?

Nigeria,Pakistan
andZimbabwehave,
between2001and
2019, been themost
commonoriginof
asylumapplicants
‘‘
76,839
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In almost 20 years, the State has spent
more than ¤1.3 billion on accommodation
of asylum seekers, the vast majority going
to private providers.

This year, officials estimate the bill could
exceed ¤120 million – which would be the
first time annual expenditure breaches the
¤100 million mark. Emergency accommo-
dation, only ever meant as a stop-gap meas-
ure, is now costing ¤500,000 a week.

It’s not like the Government couldn’t see
this coming. Over the past two decades, ide-
as have come and gone from floating hotels
and canvas tents to the construction of pur-
pose-built facilities on State-owned land.
But now there are aggravating factors. A
broader housing crisis means even as appli-
cants succeed in securing refugee status,
they are stuck in centres, while more peo-
ple arrive to take their place.

At the same time, Government efforts to
find new direct provision centres and emer-
gency accommodation have met with in-
creasingly determined local opposition.
While an interdepartmental group has
been set up to examine the issues, the prob-
lems are clear.

“Direct provision is entering a new
phase in its history,” a Department of Jus-
tice spending review stated earlier this
year.

“In September, 2018, for the first time,
RIA [the Reception and Integration
Agency] did not have sufficient capacity to
meet the demands . . . and has been steadi-
ly increasing its use of emergency bed ac-
commodation.”

Urgent
Back in 2000, just as direct provision was
about to emerge, former justice minister
John O’Donoghue issued his policy state-
ment acknowledging the urgent need to
find accommodation.

As O’Donoghue addressed the problem,
official forecasts put the number of addition-
al required spaces that year at about 8,000.

“The Government has decided that per-
manent accommodation for 4,000 asylums
seekersis to be constructed as quickly as pos-
sible,” he said.

“However, the construction of perma-
nent accommodation units will inevitably
take some time and the government is,
therefore, obliged to examine various op-
tions.”

In hindsight, the future of Ireland’s strug-
gle was cast in those few words. The State
never built its own accommodation at the
rate envisaged and instead opted heavily for

private-sector supply.
Thousands of places were promised in

prefabs, hotels, guesthouses, hostels, mo-
bile homes and even “flotels”, or floating ho-
tel centres, by way of State acquisition and
public advertisingfor privateprovision. Asi-
multaneous policy of dispersal was adopted,
to spread asylum seekers throughout the
country.

“The problem with the Reception and In-
tegration Agency is that any ideas of change
that they have are extremely difficult to im-
plement,”saysNick Henderson, chiefexecu-
tive of the Irish Refugee Council (IRC).

“Because they’re backed into a corner
that is of their own making. Because of 20
years of not planning a system . . . there’s
not enough ambition about how we provide
accommodation to people. There’s a real
riskthatwe constantly try toimprove thesys-
tem that, at its heart, is fundamentally
wrong.”

Alternatives have never been seriously
considered. There was a long-held political
and State belief that direct provision of ac-
commodation, services and small supple-
mentary payments was the only acceptable
approach.

Controversial
Some early accommodation plans met
fierce opposition. A detention centre model
similar to Australia at one point had to be
ruled out by government.

“Flotels” were equally controversial.
Sinn Féin councillor Larry O’Toole com-
pared them to prison ships, and they pro-
voked tensions in government. The idea was
“never a runner” said one cabinet minister
of the time.

In those early days, officials visited New-
foundland in Canada to inspect prefabs, or
“pods”, some 400 of which were at one
stage earmarked for Dublin Airport.

Ultimately, as State-owned options failed
to materialise on any significant scale, pri-
vate suppliers began to reap the profits from

a humanitarian project.
Millions of euro in contracts have

changed hands. In 2004 alone, just a few
years in, ¤83 million was spent on commer-
cial management firms, catering compa-
nies, hotels and ancillary services.

By 2010, half way through the lifetime of
direct provision, the State had paid
¤655.5 million to private firms.

Owners of the Mosney centre had re-
ceived ¤89 million; East Coast Catering
¤77.9 million; Bridgestock ¤50.3 million;

and Millstreet Equestrian Services
¤42.6 million. By late 2013, the overall sum
paid to private operators had risen to almost
¤800 million.

Figuresobtained from theDepartment of
Justice show that between 2001 and 2018
the State paid out ¤1.36 billion in accommo-
dation expenditure against initial alloca-
tionsof ¤1.15billion, adifferenceof ¤210mil-

lion or an average of ¤11 million a year.
Its 2019 spending review found that in

justthree of 15 years (2004- 2018) accommo-
dation spending remained within estimates.
“This indicates that it is very difficult to pre-
dict the level of expenditure,” it said.

A further breakdown shows commercial
contract spending far outweighed
State-owned accommodation spending eve-
ry year between 2011 and 2017. In 2011, ¤58
million was spent on private provision com-
pared to ¤8 million on State facilities.

However, 2010 marked a major policy
shift following a value-for-money review by
the department. The State said it would
move several hundred asylum seekers to
new centres over an 18-month period be-
causeit had been payingtoo much for servic-
es.

Problematic
While the numbers of centres were reduced
between 2008 and 2014, the department
subsequently carried out four advertising
campaigns looking for short- to medi-
um-term accommodation options between
2015 and 2018. Emergency options were
sought last summer.

Today, rising costs, community opposi-
tion, and an increasing number of asylum
seekersmeansthe futuredirectionof accom-
modation provision is unclear and problem-
atic.

The Department of Justice has also noted
that recent suspected arson attacks at pro-
posed centres had probably affected “mar-
ket interest” and insurance costs.

UCD academic and direct provision re-
searcher Dr Liam Thornton, believes those
awaiting the processing of applications
should be integrated into society and the so-
cial welfare system, something that had
been historically contentious. Government
estimates put the likely annual cost of a so-
cial welfare-based approach at ¤66 million,
compared to 2018 direct provision costs of
¤78 million, although further research is re-
quired.

Former High Court judge Justice Bryan
MacMahon says whatever happens the use
of emergency accommodation has been
“scandalous”.

“My solution would be that the State
would have to build direct provision cen-
tres. They have the land and they’re in the
best position to build them,” he said. “It
doesn’t make economic sense for hotels to
go to direct provision any more.”

This year’s Department of Justice spend-
ing review says a system of State- owned fa-
cilities would be considerably cheaper
(about 44 per cent cheaper) than private
leases but with the caveat of substantial,
front-loaded capital funding. In an era of
housing shortages, such a policy threatens
to be politically toxic.

MarkHilliard

MARKHILLIARD

The Irish Refugee Council
(IRC) is seeking funding to of-
fer support to workers dealing
with the traumatic experiences
of asylum seekers arriving in
Ireland.

As part of the asylum pro-
cess, applicants must fill out de-
tailed forms and undergo inter-
views outlining what they en-
countered in their country of or-
igin – often harrowing accounts
of torture and physical violence
including rape.

Solicitors and other practi-
tioners who deal with process-
ing cases can be exposed to har-
rowing details on ongoing basis.

“Hearing and working with
people who have experienced
torture or serious harm, there
are most definitely issues of vi-
carious trauma,” said Nick Hen-
derson, IRC chief executive.

“There are most certainly is-
sues that you can take away
from your work.”

Unlike other practitioners in
the asylum area, the IRC en-
courages asylum applicants to
set out detailed personal state-

ments about their experiences,
a process that can take consider-
able time.

The issue of providing psy-
chological supports for practi-
tioners exposed to trauma is a
relatively new one.

Earlier this year it emerged
that almost 60 per cent of legal
staff in the office of the Director
of Public Prosecutions (DPP)
were suffering medium to high

levels of trauma due to the dis-
tressing nature of their work.

Nearly one-fifth “frequently
or very often” used medicines
or nonprescription medicines
to cope with stress and a similar
proportion relied on alcohol.

“It is not easy to spend a
whole day immersing yourself
in a story of persecution and suf-
fering,” said Heidi Holden, an
IRC case worker who has taken

more than 30 detailed personal
statements. She described the
“bleak” nature of their content
and the inevitability of carrying
“many stories of persecution in-
side our heads”.

Tortured
One recent case that stands out
for Ms Holden was that of a
west African man who wit-
nessed his parents and siblings
shot dead by state forces. De-
tails of the case are kept confi-
dential in order to protect his
identity.

“To additionally need to ex-
plain that he was tortured
seemed unnecessary to him,”
she recalled.

“He was so embarrassed to
explain how those in his group
were forced to hop like frogs
and beat each other – it sound-
ed ludicrous and he was
ashamed. He also wanted to
protect me by not exposing me
to his torture.”

The man, who was targeted
due to his political activism, is
now in the State’s direct provi-
sion system awaiting the out-
come of his case.

Fundingsoughttocopewithtrauma

Estimate for accommodation of asylum
seekers this year; the first time annual
expenditure had breached¤100million

Housingcrisismeanseven
asapplicants succeed in
securing refugeestatus,
theyare stuck in centres

Direct provision
20 years on

■Caseworker Heidi Holden, IRC chief executive Nick
Henderson and solicitor KatieMannion. PHOTOGRAPH: TOM HONAN

Tomorrow

How the legal system works on asylum

Home Agenda

■Mosney reception centre:
the State never built its own
accommodation for asylum
seekers at the rate envisaged
and instead opted heavily for
private-sector supply.
PHOTOGRAPH: FRANK MILLER

¤120m

There’snot enough
ambitionabouthow
weprovide
accommodation to
people.There’s a
real risk thatwe
constantly try to
improve the system
that, at itsheart, is
fundamentally
wrong

‘‘
Whatisthefuturefordirect
provisioninIreland?

MARKHILLIARD

As Ireland’s first Refugee Bill
was winding its way through
the Oireachtas in 1995, the de-
mands of dealing with asylum
applications were only begin-
ning to come into focus.

A debate in the Seanad
heard of a rise in applications
of 400 per cent over just two
years. People were coming to
Ireland from the former Yugo-
slavia and Bosnia. Germany
was talking about greater bur-
den-sharing among European
states.

The Bill would be the bed-
rock of Irish asylum practice,
giving effect to international
conventions on the status and
treatment of refugees, allow-
ing for an appeal board and for
the appointment of a refugee
applications commissioner.

“Everyone has the right to
seek and to enjoy in other coun-
tries asylum from persecu-
tion,” it declared.

In the near-quarter century
since, both the State and indi-
vidual approach to seeking and
securing asylum and other sim-

ilar protections in Ireland
would be subject to a shifting le-
gal landscape.

In 2015, the law was upgrad-
ed to the International Protec-
tion Act, an attempt to stream-
line the application system and
curtail waiting times that had
expanded into years of legal
wrangling.

Waitingtimes
Former minister for justice
Frances Fitzgerald says she in-
troduced the legislation in or-
der to tackle waiting times.

“What was needed was
quick decision-making,” she
says. “We did put in extra re-
sources and it’s amazing how
quickly these resources get
used.

“Then the numbers [of
applicants] go up and we get
into this vicious circle.”

Fitzgerald, now a Dublin
MEP, says analysis carried out
after the introduction of the
new law showed that while, in
2015, 2,695 people were in di-
rect provision for three or
more years, that number was
reduced to 1,204 (or by 55 per

cent) by February 2017.
However, the IRC Law Cen-

tre says there are still delays at
certain points in the system,
particularly around appeals
and legal challenges.

Data compiled by the Inter-
national Protection Office
shows more than 1,570 judicial
reviews were taken between
2001 and 2016, usually to do
with how the legal process has
arrived at decisions, rather
than the decisions themselves.

Apart from charity legal
work such as that of the Irish
Refugee Council (IRC), asylum
seekers are entitled to free le-
gal aid to help them navigate
the system. For a nominal sum
of ¤10, they receive a consulta-
tion on filling out the initial ap-
plication, the interview pro-
cess and appeal. In some cases,
legal aid solicitors attend the in-
terviews with their clients.

Last year, the Legal Aid
Board, which processes claims
for assistance, received 2,079
applications for asylum cases –
13 per cent of all applications to
its offices and the second-high-
est area of practice outside of

family law.
Between 2013 and 2018,

there was a 650 per cent in-
crease in applications for legal
aid (from 197 to 1,479) al-
though this coincided with a
140 per cent increase in asy-
lum applications (946 to
2,274).

Scrutiny
Until last year, support for asy-
lum seekers including the di-
rect provision system were pro-
vided on a non-statutory basis,
meaning they were not subject
to Dáil scrutiny. But this
changed in July 2018 when the
Government introduced regu-
lations transposing the EU re-
ception conditions directive
into State law.

This governs both condi-
tions in centres and access to
work for eligible candidates,
the latter on foot of a success-
ful Supreme Court ruling in
February. While problems re-
main with this in terms of who
can access work and how easi-
ly, it is arguably the biggest le-
gal shift in over two decades of
asylum regulations.

‘Stop-gapmeasure’hascostState¤1.3bn
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Statepledges to talk to communitiesas it
looks to setupdirect provisioncentres

The Irish asylum system has
been widely criticised with com-
plaints about the length of time
people spend waiting for an an-
swer and the lack of own-door
accommodation.

The Department of Justice
said asylum applicants can ex-
pect to wait 15 months for an ini-
tial decision, while those on a
priority list – certain countries
and vulnerable people, includ-
ing unaccompanied minors –
wait about nine months.

Applicants are housed in di-
rect provision centres, or emer-
gency accommodation, on a
full-board basis. The weekly al-
lowance for asylum seekers in
direct provision is ¤38.80 for
adults and ¤29.80 for children.

Last year the Government an-
nounced new measures to al-
low eligible asylum seekers to
work while their applications
were being considered. Figures
last May showed about 15 per
cent of the adult population in
direct provision were em-
ployed.

How does this compare to
the way other countries process
asylum applications?

UK
People who claim asylum in the
UK must do an initial screening
interview with the UK border
agency. Asylum seekers are as-
signed a case worker and then
face a substantial interview. A
decision is usually made within

six months. Asylum in the UK is
granted for five years, but is sub-
ject to review by the govern-
ment. At the end of five years
the person may be eligible for
full residency.

Asylum seekers are initially
housed in reception centres
with full board but no cash pro-
vided. B&Bs and hotels have
also been used as emergency ac-
commodation. Asylum seekers
should not spend longer than 19
days in this initial reception ac-
commodation, although back-
logs have led to people spend-
ing three weeks in the system.

Once an asylum seeker quali-
fies for section 95 support
(housing and £36.95 per per-
son a week for basic living ex-
penses) they are moved into a
flat or shared house, usually in
the same region. They cannot
choose where they want to live.

In Britain this accommoda-
tion is in the north, midlands
and southwest of England and
in Wales and Scotland but not
in the south of the country or
London. All accommodation is
managed by three large private
companies contracted by the
home office. Much of this is sub-
contracted to smaller compa-
nies.

Migrant Help UK, which
oversees process claims in Brit-
ain, subcontracts its work in
Northern Ireland to the Bryson
Intercultural charity which be-
comes the first point of call for
newly arrived asylum seekers in
the North.

The Mears housing groups
oversees the accommodation of
asylum seekers in rental houses
and apartments in Northern Ire-
land. Single people are placed
in shared accommodation with
four to five people to a house,
while families are allocated a
home.

Asylum seekers in the UK are
generally not allowed to do paid
work. If a person has spent
more than a year waiting for an
answer on their claim they can
apply to the home office for per-
mission to enter employment.
If permission is granted the per-
son can only apply for vacancies
from listed shortage occupa-
tions. This list is highly restric-

tive, making it difficult to ac-
cess work. Self-employment is
prohibited.

The 2018 “lift the ban” cam-
paign called on the UK govern-
ment to reduce the waiting time
for permission to work to six
months and to allow access to
all job vacancies.

Spain
Asylum applicants must do an
initial interview with the Span-
ish office of asylum and refuge
upon registration. This is fol-
lowed by a second more sub-
stantial interview.

Applicants should receive an
answer on their asylum claim
within six months, but many ap-
plications take longer than this.
The duration of the process var-
ies between three months and
three years. In 2018, the aver-
age duration was 288 days for
Syrians, 505 days for Afghans
and 633 days for Iraqis. The
overall average processing
time in 2018 was about 16
months.

The Spanish asylum accom-
modation system consists of ref-
ugee reception centres and mi-
grant temporary stay centres
managed by government and a
reception and care network
managed by NGOs. Two of
these temporary stay centres
are in the Spanish autonomous
cities of Ceuta and Melilla in
north Africa, while there are re-
ception centres in Madrid, Va-
lencia and Seville.

Some 16 NGOs are involved
in securing accommodation for
asylum seekers in reception
centres and private apart-
ments. Since 2015 hotels and
hostels have been used for a

maximum of 30 days for new ar-
rivals. In 2018 this was extend-
ed to four months because of a
rise in applications.

Asylum seekers are legally
entitled to start working six
months after their application
for asylum has been submitted.
The work permit is valid for any
labour sector. Labour integra-
tion support schemes to asylum
seekers include pre-employ-
ment training, occupation train-
ing and job-seeking support.

France
An initial time limit of six
months is set for claims deci-
sions. If this is not met the office
applies for an additional nine
months, and this can be extend-
ed for a further three months.

In 2017 the French presiden-
cy set a target of processing
first-instance claims of two
months. In 2018 the average
waiting time was 112 days, down
from 142 the previous year.
Only 3 per cent of applications
were pending longer than a
year in 2018.

Some asylum seekers are
housed in accommodation cen-
tres (some of them emergency
accommodation) and reception
and administrative examina-
tion centres. Asylum seekers
must present themselves to the
accommodation within five
days of applying for asylum.

Management of centres is
subcontracted to the semi-pub-
lic company Adoma or else
NGOs.

In 2018 only 44 per cent of
the 128,890 first-time appli-
cants were placed in accommo-
dation, reflecting the severe
housing shortage for asylum
seekers. Most centres are set up
to receive families or couples,
leaving many single men and
women without a place to stay.

Thousands of migrants con-
tinue to live in makeshift camps
in Paris and Calais, as well as
Nantes, Grande Synthe and
Metz.

Since March 2019, asylum
seekers are allowed to work
only if the government has not
made a decision on their asy-
lum application within six

months. In order to work asy-
lum seekers must provide proof
of a job offer or employment
contract to secure a work per-
mit.

Germany
Germany’s federal office for mi-
gration and refugees oversees
the decision-making process
for asylum claims. If no deci-
sion is made within six months
the office must notify asylum
seekers with an estimate for
when the decision will be made.
The average wait time for a fi-
nal decision on asylum applica-
tions is 16.8 months, an in-
crease from 12.6 months in
2017, due to a backlog on ap-
peals.

Arrival centres were intro-
duced in December 2015 to
fast-track procedures. There
people undergo medical exami-
nations, identification checks
and register for asylum applica-
tions and interviews.

Asylum seekers are housed
in reception centres for up to
six months yet in rare cases peo-
ple can remain there up to 24
months. After six months most
are moved into collective ac-
commodation centres, usually
located in the same federal
state as the initial reception cen-
tre. However, refugee housing
policies vary between federal
states, and in certain areas
most asylum seekers live in
apartments. Most emergency
shelters used in 2015 and 2016
have now closed down.

Asylum seekers can enter
the labour market after three
months.

However, those still living in
the initial reception centres can-
not take up work until they
leave the centre. To secure an
employment permit an asylum
seeker must show proof of a con-
crete job offer.

Sorcha
Pollak

DepartmentofJusticedescribes current
useofhotels as ‘highly unsatisfactory’

■Asylum seekers at the
centre for refugees in
Regensburg, Bavaria. The
controversial asylum and
deportation centres started on
Wednesday at seven locations
in Bavaria. PHOTOGRAPH: EPA

How other countries compare to Ireland
when it comes to asylum applications

JENNIFERBRAY
PoliticalReporter

The Government has pledged
to engage with local communi-
ties around the country as it
moves to finalise negotiations
on the locations of new region-
al direct provision centres.

The State has issued tender
documents to find accommo-
dation for 5,500 asylum seek-
ers spread across the 26 coun-
ties for one-year contracts
worth ¤324 million.

In the southeast, which cov-
ers counties Carlow, Kilkenny,
Tipperary, Waterford and
Wexford, the contracts are for
a minimum of 560 people.

In the midlands, which cov-
ers counties Longford, West-
meath, Offaly and Laois, ac-
commodation for a minimum
of 425 people is sought.

Tenderdocuments
In the mid west, which covers
counties Clare, Limerick and
Tipperary, accommodation is
sought for 318 people.

Evaluation is under way for
bids in the southwest and west-
ern region, which covers Gal-
way, Mayo, Roscommon, Cork
and Kerry. Accommodation
for a minimum of 1,400 asy-
lum seekers is needed in these
areas. Bids for the mideast re-

gion, Kildare, Wicklow, Meath
and Louth, will be considered
shortly. According to the ten-
der documents, accommoda-
tion is needed for a minimum
of 1,256 people.

Advertisements for bids for
the Dublin region were pub-
lished on September 18th and
advertisements for the Border
region, covering Cavan, Done-
gal, Leitrim, Monaghan and
Donegal, were published on
October 14th.

Accommodation for 1,370
asylum seekers is needed
there. Details of where the re-
mainder of the 5,500 places
will be located have not yet
been revealed.

Secretary general of the De-
partment of Justice Aidan
O’Driscoll has written to the
Public Accounts Committee,
describing as “highly unsatis-
factory” that more than 1,500
asylum seekers were currently
being housed in hotels. The sit-
uation “can only be
short-term”, he added.

“The Department of Justice
and Equality needs to find new
accommodation centres as the
numbers of people arriving to
seek international protection
in the State continue to rise, fig-
ures are up 50 per cent so far
this year. Because of a short-
age of places in centres, there

are now, as of October 29th,
1,531 people in emergency ac-
commodation in hotels and
guesthouses,” Mr O’Driscoll
said.

“The department has adver-
tised in the national media for
expressions of interest from
property owners for a
short-term contract, usually
one year, to meet demand
while the regional tender pro-
cess is rolled out nationally.
Centres in Kenmare, Lisdoon-
varna, Mallow, Moate and
Wicklow were opened in 2018
through this process. Further
centres may also be opened
through this process.”

Procurementcompetitions
The Department of Justice

is also running procurement
competitions regionally for
longer-term centres and ac-
commodation.

“Consideration of all premis-
es in the Dublin and Border are-
as offered to the department
will follow from those competi-
tions.”

The department declined to
reveal the locations for the
new centres, citing commer-
cial sensitivity, but promised
“engagement with local com-
munities and their political rep-
resentatives and in order to al-
lay any concerns”.

Following a claim for protec-
tion, the State is legally obliged
to offer accommodation and re-
lated services to anyone with-
out means, which includes
meals, medical care and utili-
ties. A weekly personal allow-
ance is given to every person in
a centre, and exceptional
needs are covered by the De-
partment of Social Protection.

News Agenda
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In March 2000 then minister
for justice John O’Donoghue an-
nounced a new system of direct
provision providing asylum
seekers with accommodation,
food and a weekly allowance
while their applications were
being processed.

The ideal way to support asy-
lum seekers was through “per-
manently built accommoda-
tion”, which would be construct-
ed as quickly as possible and
house 4,000 people, said
O’Donoghue. Hotels would
also be used to accommodate
refugee applications “on a
short-term basis” of not more
than six months, he said.

Two decades on just seven of
the 39 direct provision centres
in Ireland are State-run. The re-
maining 32 are privately owned
businesses.Last month Tá-
naiste and Minister for Foreign
Affairs Simon Coveney said peo-
ple who were calling for an end
to direct provision were “not liv-
ing in the real world” and that

the system was “significantly
better in terms of standards
than many other countries”.

Writing in The Irish Times
earlier this month, former min-
ister for justice Michael Mc-
Dowell similarly argued there
was “no workable alternative to
some form of direct provision
for asylum seekers”.

“In a period of acute domes-
tic housing shortage and
sky-high rents, the State cannot
simply provide family homes di-
rectly or through rent subsidies
for everyone who applies to be
recognised as a refugee.”

Callsforreform
Nonetheless, calls for reform
continue. With 7,514 people
currently in the accommoda-
tion system, including 1,531 in
emergency centres, and the
Government struggling to find
suitable housing, the future of
direct provision has never been
more under the spotlight.

The Movement of Asylum
Seekers in Ireland (Masi),
which has repeatedly called for

direct provision to be abol-
ished, recommends asylum
seekers spend a maximum of
90 days in reception centres in
or near major cities and towns
before moving into community
housing through local authori-
ty support.

“When we say ‘end direct pro-
vision’ we mean fix the pro-
cess,” says Lucky Khambule of
Masi. “Let the process be for
the people and give them the
right to work as soon as they
come here. You don’t just shut
one system and go to another.
You make those systems to run
concurrently. Get the people to
live in communities that are
willing to take people.”

According to Minister of
State for Immigration David
Stanton,the current system is
“unrecognisable” from what ex-
isted in the past.

“We now have self-catering
accommodation and are head-
ing for own-door accommoda-
tion. If you go to Mosney you’ll
find each of these little chalets
. . . it’s like a village. That’s what

we’re aiming for.”However, he
does not believe direct provi-
sion should be scrapped. “I
want to get away from the emer-
gency hotel and bed-and-break-
fast set-up . . . but the alterna-
tive [to direct provision] is that
people would get sleeping bags
and tents and [be] told to look af-
ter yourself. I don’t want to go
that way.”

Quicktojudge
Former minister for justice
Frances Fitzgerald said people
were too quick to judge the asy-
lum system, particularly given
improvements over recent
years. Centres previously
flagged as unsuitable have
closed down and changes in leg-
islation mean people are spend-
ing far less time waiting for an
answer on their applications,
she said.

However, Dr Liam Thornton
of UCD’s school of law, one of
the foremost experts on direct
provision, believes the system
has barely changed in 20 years.
“We haven’t moved away from

where we were when direct pro-
vision was established on April
10th, 2000.

“Once you start getting be-
yond six, nine months you can-
not justify maintaining people
in that system of kind of institu-
tionalised living,” says Thorn-
ton. “It’s like debating, you
know, would it have been nice if
the Magdalene laundries had
washing machines rather than
the women being forced to
scrub?”

Former High Court judge
Bryan MacMahon, who chaired
the 2015 working group report
on direct provision reform, says
the only solution to the reliance
on emergency accommodation
is to build more centres on
State-owned land.

“If Peter McVerry can’t find a
solution to housing, I can’t see
any other solution. The big pic-
ture is: am I in favour of direct
provision? No. If we were start-
ing from the beginning, it proba-
bly wasn’t the best thing.”

Series concluded
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The Supreme Court has over-
turned a significant finding
that a social welfare law that
prevented payment of child
benefit to an Irish citizen child
in direct provision solely be-
cause of her mother’s immigra-
tion status, is unconstitutional.

A five-judge Supreme Court
ruled yesterday that the Court
of Appeal had, in finding un-
constitutionality, erred in fo-
cusing on the status of the
child for whom benefit may be
payable rather than on the sta-
tus of the “claimant” for child
benefit, her mother.

Bearing that in mind, the rel-
evant provisions of the Social
Welfare Act did not give rise to
any inequality of treatment in
terms of those entitled to claim

child benefit, Ms Justice Eliza-
beth Dunne held.

Concurring, Mr Justice Don-
al O’Donnell said the distinc-
tion in the Act relates to the
“particular” immigration sta-
tusofthe “claimant”for theben-
efit and not the citizenship of
that person or any child. It is
possible to argue the policy
“could have been different, and
more generous, or its applica-
tion more nuanced”, but it is
“not possible to contend that it
impermissibly discriminates,
still less on the grounds of citi-
zenship”.

In their concurring judg-
ments, Ms Justice Dunne and
Mr Justice O’Donnell allowed
the appeal by the State, repre-
sented by Frank Callanan SC,
Rory Mulcahy SC and Alex Caf-
frey, over the Court of Appeal’s

June 2018 decision. The Chief
Justice Mr Justice Frank
Clarke, Mr Justice Peter Char-
leton and Ms Justice Iseult
O’Malley agreed.

The appeal concerned two
cases, heard together, where
the core question was precisely
when a child benefit payment
arises to parents whose immi-
gration status has not yet been
finally determined but where a
child of theirs has status as an
Irish citizen or refugee. The
four-year-old-girl, referred to
as Emma, lives in direct provi-
sion with her Nigerian mother.
Her father is a naturalised Irish
citizenbut the couple’s relation-
ship broke down after her birth.
Emma’s mother sought child
benefit in October 2015 but was
refused until she got residency
status in January 2016.

In theUK, all
accommodation is
managedby three
largeprivate firms

Stateseekingto
place5,500
asylumseekers

Direct provision
20 years on

Directprovision ‘probablywasn’t thebest thing’

Courtoverturnswelfareruling
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