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Introduction

Today Society for Community Organization and Asylum Seekers’ and Refugees’ Voice will give a petition letter to Mr. Stephen Fisher, Director of Social Welfare, to ask for welfare for refugees and asylum seekers. Asylum Seekers’ and Refugees’ Voice, organized by Society for Community Organization, is a community organization, consisting of asylum seekers, refugees and torture claimants fighting for their basic human rights.

Aim of petition

The aim of the petition letter is to ask for welfare assistance for asylum seekers, torture claimants and refugees at least at the same level as people receiving comprehensive social security assistance (CSSA).

Problems faced by asylum seekers

The assistance in kind provided to asylum seekers and torture claimants does not meet the basic welfare needs, nor does it treat them with respect and dignity. 

a) Low level of assistance 

First of all, the level of assistance provided to asylum seekers is much lower than that provided to people receiving welfare. Asylum seekers are only allowed to pick up food at two shops in Hong Kong once every 10 days, where they choose from a list of food, which will then be packed to them. Adults only get food worth $ 900/month and children only get $ 450/month. As seen in the table 3, the food assistance provided to adults is only 55% of the standard rate of the CSSA. As for children, it is even worse. Children only get food worth 23% of the standard rate of the CSSA. 

As the government views the CSSA level as the basic level of assistance, it is disturbing to see that the level given to asylum seekers is much lower. 

As for rental allowance, the amount to asylum seekers is only $1000 per person, while that for CSSA recipients is $1,265. Also, children within families do not receive any rental allowance. Thus a asylum seeker family of 5 would only get $2,000 for housing, while CSSA recipients would get $3550, which is 78% more than that for asylum seekers. 

b) Inhuman and disrespectful distribution of food

Secondly, the type of assistance is very different. Although the current level for CSSA is low, at least the CSSA recipients get cash, and can choose to buy what they want and also whenever they want. However, asylum seekers are only allowed to pick up food every 10 days, collecting a big bulk of food, which they have to carry home. Some families living in Shamshuipo need to walk from Jordan to Shamshuipo and carry the food all the way. As the food is only distributed every 10 days it is not fresh when eaten and sometimes the asylum seekers even have to throw out the food as the food has expired. Also, each time they collect the food, around 60 people are also waiting outside the shop, so it often takes more than 2-3 hours to collect the food. In Jordan the food is currently distributed in a dirty back alley of the shop. 

Background statistics

Number of cases receiving assistance in kind from the Social Welfare Department (as of 31 December 2007):

Table 1. Breakdown on types of cases (singletons, children, families)

	Case type
	Number

	Singletons
	1294

	Children 
	79

	- Of which unaccompanied minors below 18
	17

	Family cases
	49 (75 adults and 62 children)

	Total number of people
	1448


Table 2. Number of cases receiving different types of support: 

	Type of assistance
	Number of cases

	Accommodation maximum $1000
	1410



	Food worth

· $900 per month for adults

· $450 per month for children
	1184


Table 3. Comparison between Hong Kong residents receiving social security and asylum seekers: 

	Type of assistance
	Hong Kong residents
	Asylum seeker/torture claimants
	Difference

	Rent subsidy
	$ 1,265 cash for singleton
	$1,000 directly to landlord. Children do not receive rental assistance. 
	Asylum seekers only get 79% of that given to to HK people

	Food etc.
	Standard cash rates for singletons:

Adults: $ 1,630 cash

Children: $1,955 cash


	- Food worth $900 for adults

- Food worth $450 for children

- No cash given

· Food must be collected at either one shop in Yuen Long or Jordan no matter living district

· Food choice limited
	Asylum seekers assistance compared to HK residents

Adults: 55% of that given to HK residents

Children: 23% of that given to HK residents.

Asylum seekers only get assistance in kind from 2 food collection points. No cash given. 

Asylum seekers have limited choice of food

	Electricity, water and gas
	Part of standard rate and only case by case for grants
	Case by case (new initiative since January 2008)
	Before Jan 2008 no payment given for these items 

	Transportation
	Included in the standard rate above
	Only provided through social worker for reporting to Immigration Department/ UNHCR.

Transportation to food collection point only provided if walking distance is more than 30 minutes
	HK residents get cash as part of standard rate. 

Asylum seekers only get for specific purposes through ISS. 


Current government policy

The current government policy regarding asylum seekers is only to offer assistance in kind, on a case by case basis. The aim is only to prevent a person from becoming destitute rather than provided an adequate standard of living. Cases are assessed individually and the government will provide assistance according to the personal situations of the asylum seekers, including the availability of resources from NGOs. Asylum seekers without immigration papers do not receive any assistance from either the government or UNHCR. Recognized refugees do not receive assistance from the government, but are referred to the UNHCR for help. 

International human rights

The current assistance provided by the government infringes on the right of everyone to an adequate standard of living, including adequate food, clothing and housing, which has been recognized in article 11 of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR). Also regarding children, the International Convention on the Rights of the Child states that State Parties should recognize the right of every child to a standard of living adequate for the child’s physical and mental development. It is very clear that the current assistance provided does not meet these basic needs and that the government’s treatment of asylum seekers is disrespectful and does not meet international standards. 

Recommendations:

1. The government should provide cash assistance to asylum seekers at the same level of the rates provided to CSSA recipients. 

2. The government should respect the right of everyone to an adequate standard of living as stated in article 11 of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR).

3. If cash cannot be provided the government should provide supermarket coupons or an Octopus system so asylum seekers are free to choose their own food at different shops. 

4. The Social Welfare Department should provide assistance to all asylum seekers and ensure that everyone, no matter immigration status, have access to such assistance.

5. To ensure access to assistance and no detention, the government should not impose penalties, on account of asylum seekers’ illegal entry or presence, provided that they present themselves without delay to authorities and show good cause for their illegal entry or presence.

6. The Hong Kong government should sign the Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees. 
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