THE BOAT IS NOT FULL 

Statement by Jean Lambert to the European Parliament

I have reservations about a common asylum policy for the EU.

Why?

Because I am not sure that what our member state governments will give us is a set of common standards that will live up to many of the fine statements they like to make about human rights.

In Britain at the moment there is a vicious and totally depressing atmosphere around the asylum issue. We have a seen a competition between the two main parties as to who can come up with the most repressive policy of deterrence, so that fewer people will seek asylum in the UK. We are told that all those who dare to come, should be put in to detention centres and deprived of any right to freedom. We have even had children kept in these camps at times. I was delighted in the recent debate about the new Refugee Fund when the EP voted to support the amendment I had tabled that none of that money should be used to fund these centres.  

The British press is full of condemnation for “bogus asylum seekers” who only come to the UK for the generous benefits. It was put to me recently that people never talk of “bogus job-seekers”, when people apply for a post and don’t get it! I expect this will sound familiar to many of my colleagues as it mirrors much of the situation in other countries. 

Our benefit system is not generous: asylum seekers are expected to live on 70% of the money deemed essential as the minimum. They are given this mostly as vouchers to be exchanged in certain supermarkets (boosting their profits), where they cannot be given any change: thus they are singled out as different and not to be trusted with real money like other people, real citizens of the UK.

Not surprisingly, the number of racist attacks is now rising again. A constituent of mine wrote to me concerning an attack on his nephew and family in their own home. "Don't take it personally," he was told by those who dealt with the incident. "It is not because you are Pakistanis, the attackers thought you were Kosovan refugees."

This was supposed to be comforting.

We now have targets for the number of those refused refugee status to be deported, despite recent disturbing reports about what happens to some of these people when they get back to their country of origin. Despite, too, the fact that we will invite some of the most repressive regimes to our next arms fair.

Just as we need to examine our policies at national level so that we do not create refugees, the EU also needs to examine its policies, on trade for example, to see the effects.

People should be aware that the reason the British Government is signing up to a common asylum policy is because the Minister responsible, Jack Straw, believes that the European Court is tougher in its definition of a refugee than the British Courts. That is a depressing signal.

If we cannot develop a common policy based on compassion and justice rather than deterrence, then we would do better to have no common system at all.
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