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Refugee Council briefing for Westminster Hall debate on asylum seekers and the 

right to work – 11am, 11 January 2017 

 

Currently, almost all asylum seekers who are awaiting a decision on their asylum application are denied 

the right to work. The only exception is for people who have been waiting for longer than six months for 

a decision, who can then apply to the Home Office for permission to work. Even then, asylum seekers 

granted permission are only allowed to work in national shortage occupations. These occupations are 

very specific, including chemical engineers, computer animators and “skilled classical ballet dancers”.1 As 

a result, in practice only an extremely small number of asylum seekers will ever be able to work. A 

number of parliamentarians have tabled questions asking how many asylum seekers are actually granted 

permission to work, but they are routinely told that the data is unavailable.2 

 

As highlighted in the House of Commons library briefing on the right to work for asylums seekers, most 

EU countries allow asylum seekers to work after shorter periods than the UK.3 Since 20 July 2015, all EU 

countries (with the exceptions of the UK, Ireland and Denmark) have been required under the Reception 

Conditions Directive to allow asylum seekers to work after they have been waiting for nine months for a 

decision on their application. A number of member states are more generous. Since November 2014, 

Germany has allowed asylum seekers to work after three months, with some conditions, while in 

Belgium and Denmark (the latter not being bound by the Reception Conditions Directive) asylum seekers 

may work after six months. 

 

That the vast majority of asylum seekers are not allowed to work means that many experienced and 

professional asylum seekers are unable to develop and maintain their skills. It also means that for those 

who go on to get refugee status in the UK, the time spent unable to work is a missed opportunity to 

                                                           
1
 See https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/486107/Shortage_Occupation_List_-

_November_2015.pdf for the full shortage occupation list as of November 2015.  
2
 See, for example, the response to this question tabled by Thangam Debbonaire MP 

http://www.parliament.uk/business/publications/written-questions-answers-statements/written-question/Commons/2016-11-01/51465/ 
3
 House of Common Library, Briefing Paper 01908, May 11 2016, ‘Should asylum seekers have unrestricted rights to work in the UK?’ 

http://researchbriefings.parliament.uk/ResearchBriefing/Summary/SN01908%23fullreport 

 

 The Government’s current policy means that, in practice, only an extremely small 

number of asylum seekers will ever be able to work, no matter how long they have 

been waiting for a decision on their application 

 Not being able to work leaves asylum seekers surviving on barely £5 per day 

 For those asylum seekers who go on to get refugee status, the period of prolonged 

enforced joblessness makes it harder for them to then find employment due to a lack 

of experience and references 

 The Government should, at the very least, allow asylum seekers who have been 

waiting for longer than six months for a decision on their application to work, without 

any restrictions on the type of employment 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/486107/Shortage_Occupation_List_-_November_2015.pdf
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http://researchbriefings.parliament.uk/ResearchBriefing/Summary/SN01908%23fullreport
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gain experience of working in the UK as well as securing references for future employment. In our 

report “England’s Forgotten Refugees”, we found that many newly recognised refugees – those refugees 

who had recently had a positive decision on their asylum claim – despaired at their prospects of finding 

a job due to this period of enforcement unemployment.4 The inability to work while awaiting a decision, 

even where that wait may have been for several years, makes it much harder for refugees to get a job 

once they have their status. This is despite all the refugees who we spoke to as part of that report 

wanting to work so that they could be self-reliant, rather than having to rely on the welfare system. 

 

During the progress of the Immigration Act 2016, amendments were tabled and debated at various 

stages that would have allowed asylum seekers to work after they had been waiting for six months and 

with no restrictions on the type of job they could find. The Refugee Council, along with a number of 

other organisations, supported these amendments. They would have provided asylum seekers with a 

route out of poverty, as instead of having to rely on the £36.95 per week hand-out they get from the 

Home Office, they could earn their own income. It would also reduce the amount the Home Office has 

to pay to asylum seekers as those who can work would not have to be supported for extended periods. 

It would also have been a benefit for the mental health of asylum seekers who want to work, as well as 

improving the prospects of finding employment for those who are granted refugee status. 

 

Disappointingly, the Government rejected the amendments, despite the House of Lords voting 280 to 

195 in favour of the change. The reason given for their opposition during debates was that the step 

would “blur the distinction between economic migration and asylum.”5 The then Immigration Minister, 

James Brokenshire, argued that individuals could apply for asylum, then frustrate the process so that 

after six months they were able to work. However, the Home Office already has measures in place to 

ensure asylum seekers comply with the process and can refuse an application on the grounds of non-

compliance.6 Additionally, the Home Office aims to decide 98% straightforward asylum applications 

within six months, a target the current Immigration Minister Robert Goodwill has said has been met 

consistently since the end of 2014.7 This target would clearly include all those applications which had 

been made that were unfounded. Research has also found there is a lack of evidence to support the 

often used argument that allowing asylum seekers to work would act as a “pull” factor.8  

 

At the end of September 2016, there were 5,059 asylum applications that had been without an initial 

decision for longer than six months.9 Allowing asylum seekers who had been waiting for longer than the 

Government’s target of six months to work would not only allow them to become self-reliant, it would 

also reduce the amount the taxpayer pays during that period of enforced unemployment. 

 

About the Refugee Council 

The Refugee Council is one of the leading organisations in the UK working with asylum seekers and 

refugees. We give help and support to asylum seekers and refugees, and also work with them to ensure 

their needs and concerns are addressed by decision-makers. For further information, please contact Jon 

Featonby, Parliamentary Manager, on 0207 346 1038 / 07780 664 598 or 

jonathan.featonby@refugeecouncil.org.uk  
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 Refugee Council (2016), England’s Forgotten Refugees: Out of the fire and into the frying pan 

http://www.refugeecouncil.org.uk/assets/0003/7935/England_s_Forgotten_Refugees_final.pdf  
5
 James Brokenshire MP, (the then Immigration Minister) Immigration Act 2016, 10 November 2016, c460-463 

6
 Asylum policy guidance on non-compliant asylum and human rights claims https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/non-compliant-

claims-process  
7
 House of Commons, 29 November 2016, c552WH 

8
 See, for example, Mayblin, L. (2016) Complexity reduction and policy consensus: Asylum seekers, the right to work, and the ‘pull factor’ 

thesis in the UK context, British Journal of Politics and International Relations 
9
 Immigration Statistics, July to September 2016, table as 01 q 
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