Ethnic Groups /Asylum Seekers Consultation – Thursday February 28th 2002.

The workshop was convened as part of a wider consultation process currently being undertaken by the Kilkenny County Development Board in the preparation of the strategy for economic, social and cultural development of County Kilkenny over the next 10 years. The main objective of the workshop was to ascertain the views of and issues affecting Ethnic Groups / Asylum Seekers in the preparation of this strategy.

A number of key issues were identified and discussed:

Discrimination:

Racism was high on the agenda.  Many of those consulted with spoke of the verbal abuse experienced by them on the streets of Kilkenny. This seemed to be predominantly experienced by the negro Asylum Seekers. 

Safety & Security was raised as an issue.  Many fear walking alone in some streets of Kilkenny at night because of the intimidation they experience.

A lot of frustration was expressed in relation to the judical system in this country.  The perception exists that there are discrepancies between provisions for Asylum Seekers and the wider population.  An example given was in relation to the time allowed in relation to the preparation for a judicial inquiry - where an Irish person is given between 4 and 6months to prepare, Asylum Seekers are given just 14 days to prepare.

In the discussions the sense of there being a lack of understanding amongst the wider population about Asylum Seekers and as a result the Asylum Seekers sensing a lack of being heard help to lend to this discrimination taking place. 

Restricted Lifestyle:

The general view expressed was that because of the strict rules and regulations laid down by the Department of Justice, Equality and Law Reform Asylum Seekers are forced to live like prisoners.   Legislation is such that they are not permitted to work.  They cannot part-take in education and they cannot travel.  

Information:

The Asylum Seekers spoke of the need for better education and awareness for both communities – that of non-nationals and the Irish community, to ensure that both sides are fully informed on the facts and issues relating to the other.

For the Ethnic Groups / Asylum Seeker :

There is a general lack of awareness of services available and how to access services.  Also knowing where to source this information is proving difficult. 

For the Irish Citizen:

A need for ‘Awareness Raising’ amongst the wider population.  There was a common view that local people in general are not aware of conditions for asylum seekers.  There is a lack of awareness amongst the wider population of why Asylum Seekers leave their home countries to enter Ireland or any other country. One view expressed, which reflected the wider group, was that ‘Asylum Seekers come here to survive.  We are not criminals.  We are here because we are running from persecution in our own countries.  Yet when we get here we live like prisoners for 8 months to be, in many cases, sent back again’.  It was felt that the Government has a role to play in raising such awareness.

The view was also expressed that the wider population needs to be informed about the fact that money spent on Asylum Seekers in this country is money received from the United Nations.  It is not Government money.  People need to be made aware of this.

The need to be better informed in terms of the policing service was raised. Those spoken with highlighted the need to build positive relationships with the local Gardaí.  They identified the need to be informed on Irish laws and how they operate in Kilkenny with a view to being better equipped in dealing with problems and issues that arise for them.   

Service Provision

Two main issues were raised / discussed  - accommodation & health.  

Accommodation – 

There were a number of issues raised in relation to this matter.

The first port of call for single people when moving to Kilkenny is the local hostel.  Currently there are in the region of 80 people living here.  For the women, some of who are pregnant – they must be seven months pregnant before the opportunity is afforded them to seek alternative accommodation.

Securing accommodation appears to be difficult in many cases. While the South Eastern Health Board does have a database of houses, the view was expressed that once potential landlords find out that those seeking accommodation are asylum seekers many are not interested.

It would appear that there are massive discrepancies between the accommodation on offer.  Also not all houses are fully furnished. While the cost of renting accommodation is subsidised, £15 subsistence, which is the allowance of each Asylum Seeker per week, is not enough to set up house, including furnishing it.  There are also costs / problems associated with things like getting names on bills etc. 

Health

The men in general were happy with the service they were provided with, they spoke of a gap in service provision for Torture Victims.  

The women highlighted the following issues: 

Diet – Access to appropriate food and diet is a huge issue.   The food here differs to what the Asylum Seekers are used to in their home countries.  Some people find this difference difficult to get used to.  This was an issue more for pregnant women than others. GPs are trying to support women around dietary issues

Depression – Because of the restrictions imposed on Asylum Seekers in terms of what they are permitted to do and not do there are few activities that the Asylum Seekers can become involved in.  Arising from this many suffer from depression.  There is a lack of awareness of where to access support for depression.  

Anti-natal & Post Natal Care – Asylum Seekers have access to a service similar to that offered to Irish Citizens.  The main issue highlighted was the fact that the women attend appointments in St. Lukes Hospital. While in general this was not an issue, for those heavily pregnant, getting to the hospital at times proves problematic as the most common mode of transport is by foot.  Living on such a low budget €15/week does not allow for transport costs.  On attending appointments where treatment is provided which requires sedation then a taxi allowance is given to return the women from the hospital.  The women say this as positive.

Childcare:

While this is currently not an issue for those consulted with, as the women did not have children with them – the long term vision is that their children be integrated with children from the wider community in relation to childcare provision and also schooling.

Support Structure

There is a lack of a supportive structure in place at present for Asylum Seekers.  This was highlighted in a number of ways. 

On entering the country via the ‘Reception & Integration Department, Dublin’ family and friends are very often dispersed to different locations throughout the country.  This immediately causes extra stress and pressure on the Asylum Seekers.

There are little or no opportunities to keep in on-going contact with family members in their home countries, or with family & friends transferred to Waterford or other locations in Ireland.  Mobile phones are costly. The Asylum Seekers have very limited budgets which do not lend to this contact being maintained.

For women  - there is very little supports given to those when giving birth.  Two examples were given

1. Women when in hospital experience isolation and segregation as they lack the support from family & friends.

2. If no accommodation is secured prior to giving birth then on leaving the hospital the woman and her baby are moved straight to Waterford hostel.  

What would make a difference?

Asylum Seekers are looking to be helped, understood, included & integrated into society. 

Information:

There is a huge need for greater understanding / information – creating awareness amongst the general public.  There is a lack of understanding as to why people seek Asylum.

There is a need for greater access to information for Asylum Seekers. 

Access to work:

Legislation to be relaxed in terms of permitting Asylum Seekers to work.  If they could work at least they would be contributing to the government and the Irish economy through paying taxes.

Access to training:

Practical skills training was highlighted as the preferred option, to be provided on an informal basis, integrated with the wider community. However the whole issue of language barriers needs to be considered to ensure those with weak English be adequately catered for.

Costs to participate in courses is an issue as is access to these courses e.g. the group spoke of a course recently advertised in Carlow IT which was of interest to a number of the AS.  However they were not able to participate because of the costs involved and also transport to and from Carlow.

Involvement with local communities:

Those spoken with expressed a desire to become active and useful to society.  They expressed an interest in a number of areas that they felt would assist them in this 

· To engage with volunteer groups and get involved with community development

· To get involved in training

