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Foreword
Dear Supporter, 

Firstly, I would like to welcome you to our work at Lewisham Refugee 

and Migrant Network, or LRMN. Our organisation was established over 

25 years ago, and since then we have been working to provide free, 

confidential and independent advice to migrants, refugees and asylum 

seekers in Lewisham and surrounding boroughs. 

We have been supporting our clients to regularise their immigration 

status, improve their housing situation, access benefits, gain 

employment, access training and volunteering opportunities as well as 

assist women survivors of gender-based violence to help rebuild their 

confidence and sense of empowerment. 

Our priority is to help those most vulnerable and who need help the 

most. From destitute clients, to families on the verge of homelessness, 

to women fleeing domestic abuse and exploitation we support people 

who are on the brink, and the generous support of our funders and 

local community allow us to do so. 

Although LRMN has traditionally focused on providing advice and 

support, more recently we have recognised the importance of adding 

our voice to the many out there advocating for the rights of migrants, 

refugees and asylum seekers. By working at the grassroot level, LRMN 

sees day after the day the impact that discriminatory policies can have 

on our clients, and for this reason we want to contribute to public 

debates by producing accurate and high quality research in order to 

achieve real change. 

This report showcases some of our successes in the past year and 

highlights a number of policy issues which we will be focusing on in 

the coming year. This research is the first of its type for LRMN, and will 

help to launch this new strand of our work. I would like to thank all our 

partners, staff and volunteers for supporting our essential work in the 

community. 

Rosario Guimba-Stewart 

Chief Executive Officer 
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Executive Summary
Within the current context of a “hostile environment”, rising budget cuts to local services, and 

increased migration to the UK, it is important for frontline services to share their experience. Whilst 

there are many policy issues affecting the lives of migrants, refugees and asylum seekers, some need 

further scrutiny and debate as a way to ensure everyone has access to basic needs and support. 

It has been recognised that integration is multi-faceted and a process which takes time. Services 

tackling various aspects, including immigration, housing, employment and mental health support are 

all needed in order to achieve successful integration. LRMN takes a holistic approach to supporting 

migrants, refugees and asylum seekers. We understand the importance of a coordinated effort to 

ensure everyone has the support and assistance needed to thrive and become more empowered and 

thrive. 

This research came out of a number of discussions on the need of small to medium Migrant and 

Refugee Community Organisations (MRCOs) to share their experience and perspectives on current 

policy issues. This report also aims to present an overview of casework and policy issues noted by 

LRMN advisers and clients who are in receipt of support from LRMN. 

Specifically the aims of the report are to use the evidence from the work of LRMN to: 

● Suggest realistic policy changes that would make a difference to the lives of our clients 

● Identify areas for legislative change 

● Make the case for funding to meet identified needs 
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Findings
Analysis of the interviews with our advisers and of individual case studies of our clients, which 

attempted to capture their individual experiences and barriers they face, indicate a number of 

structural issues. The following key points emerged: 

• The current "hostile environment" has drastically impacted the lives of black and ethnic minority 

communities, who now face higher costs for immigration fees, impacting on their ability to settle in 

this country; 

• Cuts to Legal Aid and to local advice agencies (such as LRMN) mean fewer people are able to seek 

advice, leaving them more vulnerable to exploitation by bogus advice agencies and/or unaffordable 

fees; 

• People with No Recourse to Public Funds (NRPF) are left in an extremely vulnerable position, 

being often refused support by Local Authorities (LA) and having to rely on the support of friends and 

family for basic needs such as housing and food; 

• Digital exclusion is increasingly becoming an issue for many individuals and families. Although 

LRMN welcomes the effort in simplifying and streamlining the benefit system, more effort needs to be 

made to support those with little or no digital skills or access to the internet; 

• Methods used to assess people’s eligibility for Personal Independence Payment (PIP) 

are often flawed and can lead to wrongful decisions; 

• The roll-out of Universal Credit (UC) has pushed many people into rent arrears and having to rely on 

informal support networks to access basic needs such as food and accommodation.  
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Introduction
Lewisham Refugee and Migrant Network has 

been providing support services for refugees and 

migrants in Lewisham and surrounding boroughs 

since 1992. Our Mission is to empower refugees 

and migrants to thrive, make a positive 

contribution, integrate and take control of their 

own lives. 

Today we are the leading migrant and refugee 

organisation in Lewisham, with a staff team of over 

12 staff and more than 20 volunteers supporting 

our services and projects. We provide advice and 

support to over a thousand clients every year on a 

range of subjects. Our areas of expertise include 

immigration and asylum advice, housing and 

welfare benefits, accessing employment, 

volunteering and further education advice, as well 

as mental health support. Our women’s project 

supports hundreds of women who have 

experienced gender-based violence (GBV) 

(including domestic violence, trafficking and 

female genital mutilation (FGM). 

We carry out outreach in a number of other advice 

centres, reaching out to clients in other boroughs.  

Some of our partners include: Greenwich Migrant 

Hub, Peabody Trust, Advice Lewisham, Bromley 

Mind, Latin American Women’s Rights Service 

and the Bromley and Croydon Women’s Aid 

(BCWA). In addition we provide our clients with 

access to one-to-one support and advice from a 

range of companies in order to support their 

successful integration into the job market. These 

include: Refugee Council, Salesforce, Starbucks, 

University College London, Oxfam, Groundwork 

and Job Centre Lewisham. Our aim is to provide a 

holistic and integrated support, and for this reason 

we also provide a range of other activities such 

as English for Speakers of Other Languages 

(ESOL) classes, a weekly sewing and knitting 

group and a gardening project.  

  

The majority of our clients have complex cases 

which often crossover from housing and 

immigration into welfare and mental health. In 

addition, there are significant barriers within 

cases including caring responsibilities, mental 

health issues, disability or long-term illness. 

LRMN also serves a significant number of clients 

with no recourse to public funds (NRPF) and 

clients who are facing homelessness and/or 

destitution. More recently we joined forces with 

a number of other Migrant and Refugee 

Community Organisations to carry out research 

and produce policy reports tackling issues 

affecting our clients’ lives. 

The UK’s imminent exit from the European Union 

represents a significant change to current 

immigration policy, which will have 

repercussions for both EU and non-EU migrants 

and refugees. It is therefore vital that the public 

conversation about immigration includes the 

perspective of migrants and a greater 

understanding of the contribution made by 

migrants, refugees and asylum seekers to the 

UK's economic and cultural landscape. It is in 

this context that we decide to produce this 

report. LRMN seeks to facilitate these 

discussions and ensure that the voices of 

refugees and migrant communities are heard 

during this time of increased austerity and 

hostility towards them. 
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“For many clients this is all they have, often the 
people that LRMN assist are not seen as deserving or 

popular members of society, they may be seen as people 
who should not be here in the first place, which means 
that many individuals are outside the normal safety 

net of social provisions. There is often a lack of 
political will or public pressure to change this.” 

- lrmn adviser-



Methodology
This research was conducted by reviewing open cases for housing, welfare and immigration advice 

to identify frequently occurring issues for our clients in 2017. A list of open-ended questions around 

these topics were developed. Each adviser then took part in a semi-structured interview. Advisers 

were asked a series of questions on how clients navigated welfare, housing and immigration 

processes and they were asked to explain the type of support they were able to provide to clients 

and the impact this had on clients’ lives. 

Advisers provide frontline services to clients and each adviser was invited to share cases from 2017 

they believed highlighted recurring issues in housing, welfare and immigration policy. We provide a 

number of case studies to place our policy recommendations into context. 

To ground the advisors interviews within a wider policy discussion, desktop research was 

undertaken. The information obtained from advisors informed the report’s recommendations. 
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Area Background
Lewisham Refugee and Migrant Network provides support to clients from across several London 

boroughs, however the majority of our clients are residents of the borough of Lewisham. Lewisham is 

a diverse and vibrant borough, is the fifth largest inner London borough and is also the 15th most 

ethnically diverse Local Authority in England(1). 

There is significant variation with the borough, and as in other London boroughs areas with high 

levels of deprivation sit near to areas of wealth.  Two of Lewisham’s communities are in the least 

deprived 20% in the country, while 63 of the borough’s communities (37%) are in the 20% most 

deprived in the country. Deprivation is measured by the Index of Multiple Deprivation which involves 

looking at income, employment, health deprivation and disability, education, skills and training, 

barriers to housing and services, crime and living environment. In this Index of Multiple Deprivation 

Lewisham ranks as the 48th most deprived of all 326 Local Authorities in England, placing it in the 

20% most deprived areas in England. Areas of highest deprivation are found in Evelyn, Lewisham 

Central, Rushey Green, Whitefoot and Bellingham wards(2). LRMN is based in Evelyn ward, and the 

majority of our clients either reside or work in one of these areas. 

Amongst the main issues faced by people in the borough are the rising cost of housing, and the 

reduction of services able to support them with their needs. The borough of Lewisham faces a shortfall 

of available property and a growing problem of affordability. Combined with a diminished amount of 

social housing lost through the right to buy scheme in the 1980’s this has forced renters into 

overcrowded, unsuitable and often unsafe accommodation. 

According to the South East London Strategic Housing Market Assessment (SHMA) published in 2014, 

11% of Lewisham households were classified as vulnerable and living in ‘non-decent’ housing(3). 

Lewisham Council has noted that the number of properties available to let has reduced to 1000 per 

year and that there is a particularly severe shortage of family-sized properties. 
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1| Immigration
Following the Legal Aid, Sentencing and Punishment of Offenders (LASPO) Act in 2012, 

changes to legal aid funding for immigration advice have meant some people have had to navigate a 

complex system alone, advocating for their own rights unless they are able to access advice 

organisations. For those without immigration status it is often an extremely stressful period and they 

can become particularly vulnerable to exploitation without quality and accurate immigration advice. 

Our immigration advisers provide advice to some of the most vulnerable people in the area, and while 

LRMN advice sessions are open to all refugees, asylum seekers and migrants in the Lewisham area as 

well as clients from other London boroughs, we prioritise those who are destitute, have experienced 

gender-based violence or have children. 

All of LRMN’s immigration advisers are accredited by the Office of the Immigration Services 

Commissioner (OISC) but we do not have a legal aid contract. Our work is funded by grants and 

donations, and as a result we are not bound by Legal Aid eligibility requirements. We provide 

immigration advice and support on Further Leave to Remain applications for single-parent families 

who are destitute and have mental health problems, Indefinite Leave to Remain applications, EEA 

(European Economic Area) applications, basic asylum advice and immigration advice for survivors of 

domestic violence and/or trafficking. 
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1.1 Immigration Fees
Immigration and Nationality application fees 

increased substantially in 2011. In 2016 

immigration fees rose again by 18%. The cost of 

settlement applications rose to £2,297 and 

dependent relative applications are now £3,250. 

This does not include the Immigration Health 

Surcharge (IHS), which enables applicants to use 

the National Health Service (NHS). For many 

migrants this fee increase has meant that 

applications are effectively beyond their reach. 

Such exorbitant fees mean that the cost to a 

family of two adults and two children applying for 

Leave to Remain would therefore be £3,972(5). 

Additionally the Home Office is making 

significant profits on immigration fees while the 

human impact on migrants is devastating. Not 

only are these unaffordable for many of the 

clients served by LRMN but they continue to 

separate families and in many cases are in 

violation of Article 8 of the European Convention 

of Human Rights (ECHR) - the right to a private 

and family life. Whilst the fee for an Indefinite 

Leave to Enter application for a dependent of a 

vulnerable adult is £3,250, the cost to the Home 

Office for processing it is of £423(4). Similarly, the 

application fee for registering a child as British is 

£973 but the cost to the Home Office is £386. 

There have been clients of LRMN who have 

turned to sex work in order to be able to afford the 

fees. Advisers believe that there may be more 

examples of such type of activities undertaken by 

clients as they are increasingly desperate to 

afford the application fees.   

In some cases clients can apply for a fee waiver. 

In order to qualify for a waiver, a client must show 

that they are destitute or that they are so close to 

destitution paying the fee would make them 

destitute. To be able to demonstrate that they are 

destitute, an individual’s income, savings, debts, 

accommodation and medical issues will be 

looked at. However clients can sometimes 

struggle to provide documentation which 

provides evidence of their destitution, which can 

put additional pressure on our services. This may 

be due to difficulties in obtaining this information 

or because they may feel unable to ask their 

friends or family for proof they are relying on them 

for support. They may also be unfamiliar with the 

types of documentation required such as proof 

that they are reliant on their Local Authority for 

subsistence or travel. 

The Home Office will agree to fee waiver if 

without one the applicant could not exercise their 

human rights, particularly the right to remain in 

the UK on the basis of family or private life. Fee 

waivers are granted in very limited circumstances 

and without approval the applicant will still be 

forced to pay the full fee. 

LRMN provides services to clients who are 

seeking to regularise their stay but are unsure of 

how to make an application. It is in LRMN 

advisers’ experience that increases in fees have 

made it harder for clients to make applications. 

The amount of money required for applications is 

out of reach for many clients and in some cases it 

has pushed vulnerable clients into extreme 

situations in order to enable them to fund their 

application.  

Our advisers' perspective

10



Adedayo* is a 40 year old Nigerian* national, a 

husband and father of 4 children. Adedayo 

came to us seeking support as he, his wife and 

children were seeking to apply for Further 

Leave to Remain (FLR), having been in the UK 

for many years. Adedayo, who had been 

working for many years, had recently lost his job 

and struggled to support his family, especially 

as three of his children suffer from sickle cell 

anaemia. Adedayo also faced rent arrears and 

struggled to pay for basic necessities for his 

family. 

Adedayo and his family also had No Recourse to 

Public Funds, meaning they could not access 

state benefits. Our advisers supported Adedayo 

in applying for FLR. The cost for such an 

application was £811 per person for the FLR 

application, plus £500 per person for the 

Immigration Health Surcharge (IHS), a total of 

£7,866 for 2 1/2 years of leave. Such an amount 

is out of reach for many working families living 

in the UK, and it is especially so for someone in 

Adedayo’s position. 

With our help Adedayo was granted a fee 

waiver and was granted leave to remain in 

the UK. However this case took many months, 

leaving him and his family in an extremely 

vulnerable position. There are hundreds of 

similar cases who are not able to access the 

support provided by organisations such as 

LRMN, who are left having to resort to other 

means to find the money for their application. 

Eunice* is a 45 year old woman from Ghana*. 

Eunice has three children and came to us 

asking for support with her FLR application. 

Eunice was working part time and struggled to 

support her family and pay for the FLR 

application. 

One of her children suffers from epilepsy, 

making it more difficult and costly to care for 

him. By the time she sought advice from LRMN 

Eunice had incurred in over £10,000 of debts as 

well as faced eviction from her home, which 

would have left her and her family homeless. 

Our advisers noted that given her son’s health 

issues, which caused him to have frequent 

epileptic seizures, should she be removed from 

the UK, both her ECHR Art 3 and 8 rights would 

be engaged. We thus submitted evidence that 

appropriate medical treatment for the son’s 

condition would be unavailable in Ghana. 

Additionally we submitted evidence to 

demonstrate that she was in fact destitute, 

and should be granted a fee waiver for her 

application. 

As in the previous case study, the cost Eunice 

was facing for her FLR application was of 

£3972 (for her and three dependants), plus 

£2,000 to cover the IHS cost for her and her 

family. The total of £5972 for 2 1/2 years of 

leave would have been out of her reach. 

Adedayo's Story Eunice's Story
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Our Policy Position
At the national level: What the two case studies above highlight is how the level of current 

immigration fees and IHS rates are unattainable for most working families living in London and are 

particularly so for many of our clients who often struggle to find work and face discrimination by 

employers and Local Authorities. 

LRMN believes that such level of profit being made on immigration fees are hugely disproportionate. 

We believe the Home Office should not generate such exorbitant profits to the detriment of those 

subject to immigration control. Current immigration fees are discriminatory and are resulting in 

increasing numbers of people having to rely on state support and/or informal support networks such 

as friends and family. In other cases people are resorting to desperate measures in order to fund their 

immigration fees. LRMN has seen a number of cases in which, for example, women are resorting to 

prostitution in order to fund their immigration application. 

Recently, the government proposed doubling the IHS, from £200 per person to £400(6), making the 

prospect of remaining the country even more unattainable for many people. We object to this 

proposal as it risks putting vulnerable people and families at increased risk of exploitation or 

destitution. Finally, we ask for a halt to the yearly increase of immigration fees, which is set to take 

effect every April. 
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1.2 No Recourse to Public Funds
Under the Immigration and Asylum Act (1999) a 

person is not able to access public funds such as 

benefits or housing if they are subject to 

immigration controls. This applies to a variety of 

people, it may for example be a condition 

attached to a visa or it may apply to over stayers 

(people who have stayed beyond the date of their 

visa). 

However a Local Authority may owe a duty of 

care to someone who has no recourse to public 

funds. For example a Local Authority would owe a 

duty to people including a pregnant or nursing 

mother in need of care and attention. This might 

be the case if they have children in need as it 

would be covered by the Children’s Act (2004) or 

if they have been detained under the Mental 

Health Act (1983) and they require after care. 

Clients with NRPF are at significant risk of 

homelessness and destitution, however services 

like LRMN are often unable to provide robust 

support to clients due to a lack of available 

options. For voluntary sector services, it is those 

clients who have never been or are no longer self- 

sufficient, or whose immigration status has 

changed or was never regularised, who are likely 

to present as NRPF with no means of support. 

NRPF fails to recognise the contribution that 

these people may have to their local area or 

society as a whole and does not contribute to 

improving social mobility. 

The experience of our advisers is that clients 

without recourse to public funds are left in an 

incredibly vulnerable position. They may have 

nowhere to live and be relying solely on the 

support of friends or family and are often forced 

to get by on handouts or by using foodbanks. 

They face a particularly poor quality of life 

outside traditional safety nets. Advisers spoke 

about supporting clients who were homeless 

and sleeping on buses to keep warm with 

nowhere to turn for safe accommodation as the 

usual routes of achieving accommodation such 

as using income support or housing benefits are 

not available to them. While they may seek help 

from charities for support, they must do so within 

a climate of increased demand for homeless 

services as the number of people sleeping rough 

in the UK has risen in recent years. 

Advisers recounted cases of helping families in 

emergency situations, where they have 

presented themselves at the office, sometimes 

on Friday evenings, with their children and 

suitcases after friends or family were no longer 

able or willing to provide them with 

accommodation. 

Our advisers also spoke about experiencing 

recurrent issues with Local Authorities’ No 

Recourse to Public Funds Teams. One of the 

main issues we have experienced is clients being 

sent back and forth between different councils’ 

teams as well as staff refusing to support clients 

in need. One of our case studies below 

exemplifies this issue. 

The No Recourse to Public Fund status 

particularly impacts those with low incomes who 

may be trying to support their family and face a 

difficult balancing act between paying for 

childcare and working. While they are able to stay 

in the country legally, they are often left without 

much support. This leaves little room for an 

unplanned change in an individual’s 

circumstances, such as illness or unexpected 

pregnancy, as they are likely to find that there is 

little to support them.   

Our advisers' perspective
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Seraphine's Story
Seraphine* is a 25 year old woman from Cameroon* who has a British child. Seraphine and her 17 

months old baby were recently made homeless and ended up on the street. Seraphine, who had been 

living in Lewisham took a train to Deptford hoping to get help from LRMN, and ended up sleeping at 

Deptford station for a couple of nights. A local woman, seeing Seraphine and her baby sleeping at the 

train station offered to host her for a few nights at her place, and contacted LRMN for help. 

We made an emergency appointment for her, and after assessing her situation advised her to go to 

Lewisham’s NRPF team, who is required to support her under Section 17 of the Children Act. We 

advised Seraphine about the likelihood of the NRPF team turning her away and told her to request the 

name of the person refusing to help and a copy of the decision in writing. Seraphine informed us that 

Lewisham’s NRPF team did refuse supporting her, and that they also refused giving out their name 

and the written decision. As a result we adviced Seraphine to contact Croydon’s NRPF team, as she 

had previously been living in that borough. She encountered the same issue as the team refused to 

help her and in addition they referred her back to Lewisham’s NRPF team. As a result we informed a 

solicitor about her situation to look into this matter. 

This case perfectly exemplifies the issue many of our clients face on a daily basis with their local 

NRPF team, which often refuses to support clients who have children, even though under 

Section 17 of the Children Act they are required to do so. The practice known as “gate-keeping” 

refers to people from Local Authorities refusing to help and instead signpost people elsewhere. 

This results in clients being sent back and forth across different Local Authorities and eventually 

being refused help altogether. This can be very stressful for people in addition to being 

expensive, and can leave people in vulnerable situations. 
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Miremba's Story Kaleisha's Story
Miremba* is a 31 year old woman from Uganda*. 

Miremba has been in the UK since 2003 and has 

recently been given Leave To Remain (LTR) due 

to being the single parent of her British Citizen 

son. Miremba's son suffers from autism, and in 

addition she has recently been experiencing 

severe anxiety as a result of her immigration 

status and housing situation. 

Miremba used to work as a carer, but had to stop 

as she cannot afford childcare for her son. She 

has a No Recourse to Public Funds status, 

meaning she cannot access most types of public 

funding, trapping her into having to rely on her 

local council for housing support (under Section 

17 of the Children’s Act). Miremba wants to go 

back to work, but if she does she will no longer 

qualify for financial support, and what little 

money she makes won't be enough to support 

her family. 

Miremba has been relying on the help of friends 

to support herself and her son, and has also been 

relying on the support from LRMN. We have been 

providing Miremba with regular food parcels 

from our food bank as well as providing her with 

emotional support via our weekly Women’s 

Group. 

Miremba’s case is an example of those who are 

subject to the NRPF condition, as she is 

allowed to remain in the country, but is not 

given the support necessary to live 

independently, work, or pursue further 

education. She is instead forced to seek 

support from agencies such as LRMN and 

friends, and is not provided with the means for 

herself and her son to thrive. 

Kaleisha* is a 25 year old woman from 

Barbados*. Kaleisha came to LRMN in 2016 

asking for advice as she has NRPF and four 

children she struggles to support. When she 

came to us, Kaleisha had stopped working as her 

accommodation was one hour and a half from 

her work, and childcare expenses became 

unaffordable. As a result she accrued debts of 

thousands of pounds. She received no support 

from friends, and on a rare occasions borrowed 

money from her family. She also heavily relies on 

foodbanks such as LRMN to feed herself and her 

children. Kaleisha previously had access to 

Public Funds, but recently the Home Office 

decided to revoke that access in her most recent 

grant of leave and she must now quickly find a 

way to provide for her family. 

Kaleisha spoke to her adviser about having to 

resort to sex work in order to repay loans from her 

family, which added to her anxiety and mental 

health deterioration. Her dyslexia also means that 

she struggles to keep track of her finances and 

struggles to read documents provided by 

support agencies and GPs. 

Cases like Kaleisha’s highlight the need for 

more support for people with NRPF in reaching 

independence and meet their basic needs. 

Lack of a strong support network can lead 

vulnerable women to look elsewhere for 

money, and this can sometimes mean turning 

to prostitution. 
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Our Policy Position
At the national level: Current immigration rules see many people who have been granted Leave to 

Remain given the No Recourse to Public Funds condition. This leads to people facing hardship and 

in many cases destitution. LRMN echoes calls to alter the NRPF policy as it is argued that it breaches 

Article 8/14 European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR). LRMN also believes that when a child is 

a dependant of a person with NRPF, the policy is unlawful as it does not ensure the wellbeing of the 

child. 

At the local level: LRMN would like to see an improvement in the work carried out by the NRPF team 

in Lewisham and other boroughs and an end to the practice of gate-keeping. We would like to see 

more support and training for people working at the NRPF team, so that they can make better 

informed decisions and help clients who are entitled to support. Training provided should highlight 

the issue of trafficking, as many people seeking support from the NRPF might have experienced 

trafficking or sexual exploitation. Training should lead to NRPF team staff to be more compassionate 

and understanding as well as more aware of Home Office policies. As destitution is increasing 

amongst migrant and refugee communities, LRMN would like to see better cooperation between 

NRPF teams and advice agencies. 

We would like to see Council working closer with NRPF teams so that cases such as the one 

discussed in this section can come to an end. More support in the form of funds needs to be given to 

local agencies providing advice and support to destitute migrants with NRPF. As a report by the 

Joseph Rowntree Foundation(7) highlighted, there are a number of pilots testing different methods 

of supporting families with NRPF. These require the support of Local Authorities and their willingness 

to work collaboratively with charities supporting clients at risk of destitution. 

Finally, LRMN would like to see more collaboration between Local Authorities in order to avoid 

clients being sent back and forth between NRPF teams. We believe that it should be the 

responsibility of the first Local Authority being approached to support the client. 
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1.3 Hostile Environment
In May 2012, the then Home Secretary Theresa May promised to create a “really hostile 

environment” for irregular migrants(8). The aim of this approach is to create a harsher climate for 

those without permission to stay in the UK, with the supposed aim to encourage them to leave the 

country voluntarily. Rights to appeal these measures are increasingly enforced at community level 

whereby employers, landlords and doctors being placed under pressure to enforce immigration 

policy and check individuals’ status. Those failing to carry out checks can face criminal charges.  

Legal challenges against this policy strategy have begun. The Home Office policy to deport EU 

citizens sleeping rough was found to be an “unlawful discrimination” by the High Court in December 

2017(9). A legal challenge is also being prepared against the data-sharing agreement between the 

Home Office, Department of Health and NHS that allows the Home Office to access confidential 

information to aid immigration enforcement(10). 

The hostile environment policy also affected the housing market in the UK. The “Right to Rent” 

scheme was introduced through the Immigration Act 2014 and requires landlords to carry out 

checks on the immigration status of prospective tenants. This has been noted to have a direct impact 

on the likelihood of landlords to rent to those with “foreign-sounding” names or those with the 

potential to be subject to immigration control. Landlords failing to carry out complete checks and 

rent out a property to an adult without the ‘right to rent’ might incur into a £3000 fine. Information 

published by the JCWI describes a number of examples in which people have been discriminated 

based on their nationality and/or ethnicity(11). In the context of an acute housing crisis, with little 

availability of social housing, many clients served by LRMN are reliant on the increasingly 

unaffordable private rental sector and are particularly vulnerable to discriminatory practices. 
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Our advisers' perspective

Cuts to legal aid under the Legal Aid, Sentencing and Punishment of Offenders Act (LASPO) 2012 

have left many vulnerable clients reliant on navigating a complex system alone or advocating for 

their own rights, significantly hindering access to justice unless they are able to gain assistance from 

advice organisations. 

The country’s current “hostile environment” towards migrants means access to banking, driving 

licences, tenancies, health care provisions, benefits and assistance from Local Authorities are 

restricted. Advisers believe that clients are at risk of exploitation from some lawyers, landlords or 

employers, and that they may face a further risk in the UK having been exploited before entering the 

country by traffickers or bogus immigration advisers. This has been exacerbated by a general 

misunderstanding by employers of their role, due to unclear Home Office guidance. 

Advisers expressed concern that some clients have used immigration solicitors who lacked sufficient 

knowledge about their case or in some circumstances the law. Vulnerable clients were asked to pay 

for expensive applications that did not comply with immigration legislation or they had no realistic 

chance of being successful. Referrals to poor quality lawyers may be entrenched within communities 

of migrants, who are directed to lawyers via community organisations such as churches. Clients 

frequently rely on the advice of friends and family members, and often this advice can be a hindrance 

to an individual’s case as it may be years out of date and relying on information about past legislation 

or be heavily case specific. This is exacerbated by the spread of misinformation about the 

immigration system within migrant communities that generates fear and can lead to people 

completing applications on their own. 
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Fayard's Story Mr Khan's Story

Fayard* is a 65 year old Jamaican* national 

who came to the UK at the age of 10 and who 

has never left the country since. Fayard had 

been claiming benefits for a number of years, 

however these were recently stopped as the 

Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) 

claimed he had no lawful basis to reside in the 

UK, although he had been living in the UK for 

55 years, worked here and built a family here. 

Fayard's Subject Access Request to the Home 

Office revealed an internal memo sent from one 

Government department to another stating 

they believed Fayard was in fact settled and 

did have the right to reside in the UK. 

This document demonstrated how the 

government was in fact aware of Fayard’s 

status, however decided to ignore that 

information, resulting in his benefit payments 

being stopped and pushing him on the brink of 

destitution. LRMN is currently assisting Fayard 

to apply for evidence that he has Indefinite 

Leave to Remain in the UK. 

Such a case exemplifies how the current 

environment of prejudice and hostility leads 

to discrimination against regular citizens 

who have settled and built a life in the UK, 

contributed and integrated into their local 

community, and who are suddenly deemed 

to be “illegal”. In addition to the financial 

hardship caused by such an approach, this 

also leads to a number of other social issues, 

and puts increased pressure on 

organisations such as LRMN. 

Mr Khan* is 65 year old who was born in 

Uganda* and is of Indian* origin. He was 

expelled from Uganda in 1972 as part of 

Ugandan president Idi Amin’s expulsion of East 

African Asians(12). He fled to the UK fearing for 

his life and that of his family and sought refuge 

in the UK. He was recognised as a British 

Protected person in 1972 and has been living 

here since, working and building a family. 

In the 46 years he has been living in the UK he 

has never encountered any issues with his 

immigration status and has integrated 

successfully into his community in Lewisham. 

His wife and adult children were all recognised 

as British citizens. 

Recently Mr Khan lost his job and began 

looking for employment again just prior to 

retirement. He faced numerous issues in this 

process, as many employers asked him for a 

proof of his right to reside and work in the 

country. Although Mr Khan has this right, many 

prospective employers fear hiring him, leaving 

him with no means to support himself financially 

as well as feeling discriminated against. He was 

also afraid that he may not be able to access his 

state pension once he was of retirement age. 

LRMN represented him in an application for 

British citizenship which was successful. He 

has now been granted this which he is very 

grateful for and is now able to continue his 

life which has been on pause until now. As 

with the previous case study, Mr Khan’s story 

shows how the current environment has 

begun discriminating against people who 

have been living in the UK for a lifetime. 

19
*Client's name and nationality have been changed to 

protect their identity



Our Policy Position
At the national level: In the last year we have seen a steady rise in enquiries from people whose 

prospective employers are requesting proof of their immigration status while their application is 

pending at the Home office. Other scenarios include employers telling people they don’t recognise or 

accept official documents from the Home Office testifying their right to work in the UK. 

Although the government has published official guidance for employers on the type of 

documentation required (Guidance for the Prevention of Illegal Working), many are not following the 

guidance, and are rather opting for the “safe option” of hiring people with British passports or those 

with Biometric Residence Permits (BRPs). This behaviour is leading to discriminatory practices which 

favour people with a certain immigration status rather than others, and doesn’t support the efforts of 

people to gain employment and integrate into the UK. In one case, a Nigerian national who had 

Indefinite Leave to Remain (documented on his passport) was refused employment until he could 

provide his prospective employer with a No Time Limit BRP card, even though that is not required in 

order to work.  

LRMN believes that the current approach to immigration has not only caused significant hardship for 

migrants and refugees living in the UK, but has also impacted largely on existing black and minority 

ethnic (BME) communities. The policy is divisive within communities and marginalises the most 

vulnerable, it creates a climate of fear and isolation that fractures communities and increases 

discrimination. The Immigration Act 2014 and the Immigration Act 2016 contributed to an 

environment which views migrants as a negative “curse” for British society. LRMN would like to see a 

change to this environment depicting migrants in a negative light, and instead calls for a new 

discourse which recognises the positive contribution migrants and refugees bring to this country. 

At the local level: Cuts imposed on Legal Aid mean many advice agencies are not able to support 

people such as those used as case studies in this report. Not being tied to any Legal Aid funding, 

LRMN is in the unique position of being able to support those who are on the brink of destitution and 

are not able to pay for exorbitant fees in order to settle in the UK. However our resources are limited 

and we can’t help all the people who come to us for advice and support. LRMN would like to see the 

council working closer with landlords to ensure no discrimination takes place based on their 

immigration status and more support given to local businesses and employers on the rules and 

regulations related to people’s right to work. 
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2| Welfare and Housing

LRMN's Housing and Welfare advisers provide clients with assistance related to their housing issues, 

such as rent arrears, possession proceedings, homeless applications and disrepair of properties. 

Clients are also provided with advice in relation to their benefit issues, such as entitlement and 

challenging decisions. The type of advice and support a client receives ranges from help with 

making claims, checking the correct level of award, to preparing submissions for tribunals, as well as 

attendance at a tribunal. Clients access support at LRMN through a variety of ways including our 

weekly drop-in service and referrals from internal and external agencies. LRMN runs a variety of 

outreach programs and is part of Advice Lewisham which is a network of eight free advice providers 

in the London Borough of Lewisham. Our Housing and Welfare Team will often work in tandem with 

the Immigration Team particularly where clients have No Recourse to Public Funds and therefore are 

outside the usual benefits and social welfare provisions. 

Since 2013, when the legal aid cuts imposed by the Legal Aid, Sentencing and Punishment of 

Offenders (LASPO) Act came into effect, there is virtually no legal aid available for welfare benefits. 

The only exception is if the appeal is based on a point of law in the Upper Tribunal, the Court of 

Appeal or Supreme Court.  Legal Aid in this sector was deemed to be of low importance and 

concerned with financial issues rather than issues of safety or liberty. People are therefore faced with 

two options: either to try and carry out the process themselves or to seek help from advice 

organisations. Dealing with benefit appeals is beyond the reach of some vulnerable people, 

particularly those who lack capacity or are without a good grasp of English.  
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2.1| Digital Exclusion
Digital inclusion enables people to confidentially access online services; research has shown that 

while 90% of households in the UK are now online, there are still over 6.5 million people unable to 

access the internet from their home(13). The amount of people using the internet in the UK is 

increasing but there are still many people who have never used it before. This includes older people, 

those for whom English is not their first language and people with disabilities, and research has 

shown how 25.0% of disabled adults in 2016 had never used the internet(14).  In 2009, the Digital 

Britain Report(15) set out a strategic vision for creating a leading global digital economy in the United 

Kingdom, this created a plan to digitise government services called a ‘digital switchover of public 

services’. 

Digital inequalities are often experienced by 

those who are already more likely to be 

excluded. Therefore there is a digital divide 

between people who are confident and able to 

use the internet and those who are not, and may 

still not believe in the benefits that online access 

can bring them. The Government’s Digital 

Inclusion Strategy has shown that 37% of 

digitally excluded people are social housing 

tenants; this is particularly concerning as Local 

Authorities and housing associations are 

increasingly communicating with tenants 

online(15). 

  

Those on lower wages or the unemployed have 

significantly higher levels of digital exclusion 

than the national average, 17% of people 

earning less than £20,000 never use the internet, 

as opposed to 2% of people earning more than 

£40,000. 33% of people with disabilities have 

never used the internet and 53% of people who 

lack basic digital skills are aged over 

65. Removing this digital barrier is vital to 

increasing equality of these marginalised 

groups. It is also important to remember how 

digital exclusion can be a result of different 

factors, and to distinguish between the inability 

to access hardware, lack of IT skills, language 

barriers, and in some cases mental health issues. 

In 2014 the Government launched a Digital 

Inclusion Strategy, which set out 10 actions that 

the government and partners from public, private 

and voluntary sectors will take to reduce digital 

exclusion. By 2016 they aimed to reduce the 

number of people who are offline to 25% and set 

the ambitious target of everyone who can be 

digitally capable being. By 2020 the government 

believes that just 10% of the adult population may 

never be able to gain basic digital capabilities 

because of disabilities or a lack of basic literacy 

skills. 

There is no single reason for people being 

digitally excluded, and the Digital Inclusion 

Strategy identified four main challenges 

preventing people from going online. 

These were: access, the ability to actually go 

online and get connected to the internet, the 

ability to actually use the internet, the motivation 

to use the internet and understand why using it 

can be beneficial and trust and a fear of crime or 

not knowing where to start to go online.   

These barriers to getting online can be 

exacerbated by changes to traditional online 

access points, for example as Local Authorities 

have faced government funding reductions, 

leading to many libraries facing closure(17).   
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Azra's Story
Azra* is a 45 year old woman from Pakistan*. Azra came to LRMN asking for help with over £1,000 in 

rent arrears and sought help in claiming benefits. Azra was unsure as to why the amount of rent 

arrears was so high given she has been in receipt of Housing Benefit (HB). One of our advisers 

supported Azra, encountering serious difficulties in arranging repayments through the HB team. Our 

adviser saw Azra on a regular basis for one-to-one appointments over the course of four months in 

order to solve her rent arrears issue. On each occasion they struggled to get a definite answer as to 

why her HB benefit payment had stopped. 

After some time we learnt that her HB award had changed, although she was not informed of that, 

leaving Azra, her husband and three children in a vulnerable position and at risk of eviction. In 

addition to this, Azra was required to set up an online account to manage her payments. She 

struggled with this as neither she nor her husband are computer literate. In addition to that, our 

advisers struggled to access the website on a number of occasion (due to a fault with the Housing 

Benefits website). 

This case highlights how a person with a basic level of English with no access to IT support may 

struggle to access their benefit entitlement. Additionally, issues with the Housing Benefit’s 

online system contribute to clients’ distress and can result in people developing rent arrears 

and potentially being pushed into destitution. 
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Our Policy Position

At the national level: LRMN believes that digital exclusion is an equality and social justice issue, 

particularly as an increasing number of housing and welfare benefit applications need to be made 

online. Barriers to digital inclusion too often limit the individual receiving the advice they need. For 

those who lack the skills and confidence to use online services, they are increasingly being excluded 

from matters affecting their lives. 

The statistics show that groups who are already marginalised in society are likely to be on the wrong 

side of the digital divide. LRMN fully supports initiatives to tackle digital and social inclusion. There 

must be recognition of the strain placed on advice services who provide practical support to clients 

who are digitally excluded.  Increasing computer literacy is usually beyond the remit of charities 

helping claimants and diverts limited resources from providing the primary role to offer advice to 

clients. 

At the local level: We would like to see more local initiatives aimed at supporting people who are 

likely to be digitally excluded and increased support for organisations working with those who are 

digitally excluded. Capacity Building schemes for organisations such as LRMN will be key in 

reaching those most at risk of becoming excluded by the digital revolution. 
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2.2.| Personal Independence Payment (PIP)

Personal Independence Payment (PIP) helps with the extra costs of disability or long-term health 

conditions for people aged 16 to 64. As a non-means tested benefit, the policy intent of PIP was to 

introduce a fairer and more objective assessment compared with Disability Living Allowance (DLA), 

alongside the Government’s intention to reduce working-age benefits expenditure. 

However, complaints about the PIP assessment 

process have been made by claimants and 

disability rights organisations alike. According to 

the Department of Work and Pensions own 

analysis, complaints about the process rose from 

142 complaints in 2015/2016 to 1391 in 

2016/2017(18). Given the lengthy timeframe of 

appealing a decision and the current process of 

benefits being stopped until an appeal is heard, 

LRMN has noted that clients are caused undue 

hardship, stress and anxiety by having their 

benefits cut. This ranges from the inability to pay 

for basic necessities - from food to rent, to issues 

of isolation and lack of integration. 

In the second independent review of PIP, it 

was highlighted how the number of successful 

tribunal appeals was eroding the trust of 

claimants and stakeholders in the system. In May 

2017, a Freedom of Information request revealed 

that the Department of Work and Pensions sets a 

target for 80% of Mandatory Reconsiderations to 

uphold the original decision(19), thus placing a 

cap on the amount of people able to win appeals. 

LRMN has found that clients have a good chance 

of being successful at tribunal, this is echoed 

nationally with 65% of appeal hearings 

overturning the initial decision. It is worth noting 

that within this figure many individuals would 

have received support from advice agencies.   

LRMN takes a holistic approach to try and 

understand clients' needs, this includes asking 

about their health in both the pre-screening 

questionnaire and during initial interviews with 

clients. This means that LRMN is able to pick up 

clients who may need to receive additional 

money to help with the extra cost caused by long 

term ill health or disability. 

The majority of the work LRMN carries out around 

PIP relates to challenging existing claims or 

helping clients move from Disability Living 

Allowance to Personal Independence Payments. 

The criteria for the two benefits are different and 

clients may not always have a simple transfer 

between the two. Where a client’s PIP application 

fails, an adviser will work with the client to assess 

why they have not been successful and whether 

they should put in a mandatory reconsideration 

and on what grounds. Advisers will do this by 

using a set performance sheet, with the same 

descriptors used by healthcare professionals at 

the assessment. This enables advisers to see 

whether a client is likely to qualify for PIP. 

We asked our advisers to shed some light as to 

how to apply for Personal Independence 

Payment, and highlight some of the major issues 

associated with the process. 

Our advisers' perspective

25



The PIP Assessment Variable Health Conditions

Clients frequently report having had a poor 

experience with assessments, whereby these 

often appear rushed and not very in depth. 

Clients often highlight that what they have told 

the healthcare professional in the assessment has 

not appeared on the form and clients regularly 

dispute what has been written. Clients report 

feeling rushed and that medical assessors have 

not paid adequate attention to what they are 

telling them. 

During the assessment process clients may be 

asked to re-live stressful or difficult situations. 

This can include being asked to articulate the 

effect that not being able to perform certain tasks 

has on their daily life. This can be very upsetting 

to those who have been living with various 

challenges and attempting to manage them day 

to day and they may not have reflected on the 

reality of the impact of living with certain 

conditions has had on their everyday lives. 

Reflecting on this for the first time and relaying 

this information to a stranger can be challenging 

and in some cases overwhelming. Explaining and 

expressing themselves is a particular skill some 

clients may not possess and it is unfair that they 

are often hindered by this. These issues can 

become magnified if the assessor did not receive 

adequate professional training. In some cases 

LRMN advisers spoke about the need to pause 

interviews with clients as they have become 

upset after reflecting on these challenges. Clients 

are living with these issues, attempting to make 

them manageable often at the cost of not fully 

processing the difficulties they incur in their 

everyday life. When these are written down or 

discussed in their totality this can have a very 

powerful impact. 

Clients with variable health needs are not always 

asked about what kind of day they are having; at 

the assessment this is particularly important for 

those with mental health issues. When clients are 

seen by advisers at LRMN they are asked 

whether they are “having a good or bad day?”. 

For those that have fluctuating conditions this 

question is very important as they need to be 

able to articulate their experience about what 

happens to them the majority of time. This can be 

particularly challenging on a day where they are 

experiencing additional difficulties such as stress 

or anxiety. 

Additionally clients are unaware of the criteria 

used by assessors and are unaware that their 

assessment requires very specific examples 

about the frequency with which a particular 

health issue occurs. LRMN has found that some 

clients have been unsuccessful in their claim 

because they have struggled to articulate to the 

assessor about their condition beyond a 'yes or 

no' answer. For example they have not expanded 

on the frequency symptoms occur or they have 

said they are able to carry out an activity but 

without explaining that doing so results in pain. 

In other cases they have to carry out the activity 

because they have no other choice, due to not 

receiving sufficient levels of support.  

Understanding technicalities and frequency is a 

particular skill that some clients may not possess. 

They may instead use terms such as “everyday” 

or “all the time”, which as a way of expressing 

how often things occur is unhelpful in the 

assessment process and will likely impact the 

score they achieve on a category, purely based 

on issues of language. 
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Collecting Further Evidence

Indeed, one adviser reported that a client’s lack 

of understanding of English had meant they 

confused “minority” and “majority” and that this 

confusion of language was only identified by 

checking the client's understanding at an 

interview with an LRMN adviser after they had 

failed their assessment. It is a real concern that 

people at assessments may misunderstand the 

questions and answer inadvertently and that due 

to time pressures, there are not adequate 

provisions to identify misunderstandings of 

language. This has a potentially huge impact on 

people's lives, as it can determine whether they 

will be able to access benefits or not. This is 

especially important if the client in question is, or 

on the verge of becoming destitute. 

Advisers spoke of a differing level of clients’ 

understanding of the assessment procedure 

and a client’s responsibilities to provide 

evidence for an appeal. The onus is often on the 

client; for example clients will bring in bags of 

letters of confirming hospital appointments and 

not be aware that they will need a report from 

their doctor. This is partly due to clients not 

understanding the criteria they are being 

assessed on and the role of evidence in this.  

Advisers working with clients to appeal a PIP 

decision will ask doctors to waive their fee for 

medical evidence reports. A fee for a doctor’s 

reports may be beyond the reach of what a 

client can afford and would be a significant 

strain on LRMN’s financial resources. These fees 

vary depending on the practice and it may be 

the case that a practice decides they do not 

want to charge at all.  It can be challenging 

asking a GP to write a letter in support of a client, 

especially due to the time constraints GP’s are 

under.  

In a 2014 survey, almost all GP’s reported that their 

workload was too heavy at least some of the time 

and half of GPs reported that their workload was 

unmanageable or unsustainable at all times(20). 

In order to provide support to clients, LRMN will go 

through the assessment criteria for PIP with a client 

and identify which aspects are relevant. LRMN will 

then write to the client’s doctor explaining how a 

client may successfully challenge a decision. 

LRMN will ask them specifically for their opinion on 

the set criteria which is used to assess the ability to 

perform specific physical activities and, where 

there is a mental illness, the ability to cope with day 

to day living.  The doctor will then be asked to 

objectively comment on the identified descriptors 

which the client believes they satisfy and whether 

they would give support to these assertions. 

Our advisers are also able to provide support to 

clients who go on to appeal the decision to the 

first-tier tribunal by preparing submissions but they 

are not able to speak on behalf of clients. 

Preparing submissions can be incredibly resource 

heavy for a small advice organisation and every 

housing and welfare adviser believed that the idea 

that these could be done overall by lay individuals 

was unrealistic. Most clients that LRMN provides 

support to require help and while the system is 

meant to be simple enough for an individual to 

navigate, this is rarely the case. 

The two case studies provided in the following 

section refer to Employment Support Allowance 

(ESA) cases. We have chosen to use these case 

studies as the assessment process is the same for 

ESA and PIP applications. They are also both 

carried out by DWP staff, thus issues with the way 

in which interviews and assessments are carried 

out are valid for both types of benefits. 
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Amadi's Story
Amadi* is a 55 year old man from Ethiopia* with refugee status. He came to us last October seeking 

support with his PIP application. Amadi’s English was very poor, and he answered yes to every 

question our adviser asked him, showing he had serious difficulties in understanding English and 

therefore in explaining the extent of his health issues. After meeting with Amadi and spending time 

with him, we found out that he was run over by a bus a year ago, injuring both his legs and resulting 

in plates having to be implanted in one of his legs. Still to this day he requires the help of a walking 

stick. 

He told us he cannot walk more than 50 metres without experiencing strong pain in both his legs and 

lower back, making it extremely difficult for him to complete the simplest tasks. He cannot raise his 

arms above his head without experiencing strong pain in his back, and cannot pick up or move 

objects such as an empty cardboard box and he told our adviser that he cannot pick up a pen that 

has fallen on the floor. In addition he suffers from high blood pressure, has problems with his prostate 

and suffers from high cholesterol. He also finds it difficult to climb stairs and because of that he has 

been given a ground floor flat based on his GP’s request. 

Amadi was originally in receipt of Employment Support Allowance (ESA). However his payments 

stopped following an assessment whereby the Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) awarded 

him “0 points”.  Amadi's assessment record also noted that he was assessed as being “non- 

cooperative” on the basis that he was physically unable to perform one of the tasks which he was 

asked to do. Amadi explained that he did not refuse to do the task, but that he was unable to perform 

the task due to his disability and limited movement (the task required him to pick up an object from 

the floor). 

Our adviser appealed the DWP’s decision, based on all the health issues he experiences. We received 

a Mandatory Reconsideration Notice letter denying our request to reconsider. We appealed this 

decision, and as a result he is now receiving the appeal rate, which although helpful still does not 

provide him with enough money to sustain himself. 

The following week Amadi informed us that his Housing Benefit payment had also stopped, leaving 

him in an extremely vulnerable position and at risk of becoming destitute. We wrote to Housing 

Benefit and asked them to reinstate this benefit whilst his ESA is pending appeal. We provided Amadi 

with an emergency support payment and food parcels. Unfortunately this case is not unusual, and 

perfectly highlights some of the issues with the PIP and ESA assessment which often fail to correctly 

assess people’s needs.  
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Juris' Story
Juris* is a 35 year old male EEA national from Latvia*. Juris has been working in the UK for many 

years, however some months ago he began to experience mental health issues and as a result lost 

his job and was sectioned under Article 136 of the Mental Health Act. Juris became homeless and 

transferred from JSA to ESA. His ESA benefit stopped, leaving him even more vulnerable. 

His ESA payment was stopped due to the DWP deeming he had “no right to reside in the UK”. Our 

adviser appealed that decision by providing proof of his right to reside in the UK, through P60 and 

P45 forms, which clearly demonstrated he had been working and paying taxes in the UK. The 

decision was once again negative. 

Our adviser put an appeal to the tribunal as we believe that Juris has the right to access public funds, 

having been working and paying taxes in the UK for more than 5 years. We have received a date for 

Juris’ tribunal and will be providing him with representation. During all this time Juris has become 

homeless and struggles to meet basic needs, including buying food. We have been supporting Juris 

by providing him with regular food parcels and foodbank vouchers. 

Juris’ case shows how the current system fails to support people who have been contributing 

to the country, and instead leaves them in desperate conditions, pushing them further into 

despair with no support for their physical and mental health. 

In numbers… 

In 2017 we have supported over 60 clients with ESA and PIP claims  
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Our Policy Position
At the national level: It’s clear that the assessment process for PIP is not working and LRMN would 

like to see a fundamental redesign of the PIP assessment criteria and assurance from the Government 

that PIP claimants will not be left without financial resource during the appeals process. LRMN also 

welcomes the Work and Pensions Select Committee Inquiry to PIP and ESA assessments(21) and 

looks forward to the Committee's recommendations. 

Failure to provide support to those who should be entitled to it is creating financial hardship, loss of 

independence and a diminished quality of life. Claimants need more clarity about what the criteria for 

the assessment are, particularly when the onus is on them to provide evidence. Without change to 

PIP people cannot be treated with the compassion and dignity they deserve. Welfare systems must 

be trusted by their users to provide a fair and just decision based on the merits of any individual’s 

claim. 

At the local level: LRMN echoes calls by disability rights groups for an improved assessment of PIP 

applicants. We would like to see better training and support for staff carrying out PIP assessment 

interviews, particularly with regards to mental health. LRMN believes the council should work more 

closely with the DWP in order to put an end to wrongful decisions which are impacting on vulnerable 

people’s lives. 
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2.3| Universal Credit
The Welfare Reform Act 2012 radically changed the benefits system, aiming to simplify the system 

and save £18 billion in four years from the annual welfare bill. It provided for the introduction of 

Universal Credit (UC), which is replacing six different benefits; Housing Benefit, Income Support, 

Income-related Employment and Support Allowance (ESA), Income-based Jobseeker’s Allowance, 

Working Tax Credit & Child Tax Credit. UC is paid monthly by a single payment, overseen by an 

online-only claim system. As the benefits it will replace, Universal Credit is a means-tested benefit. By 

2022, more than 7 million households will be receiving it, over half of whom will be in work. 

Universal Credit aims to simplify a complex benefits system and encourage people to start paid work 

or increase their working hours, by making work pay and reducing in work poverty. That this, the 

intention was to make it financially beneficial for people to work, rather than relying on benefits. 

Universal Credit is supposed to improve work incentives, simplify the benefits system and tackle 

administrative complexity. The Act also phased out Disability Living Allowance and replaced it with 

Personal Independence Payment. 

The roll out of Universal Credit has been plagued 

with difficulties, claimants have been forced to 

wait six weeks for their first payment, placing 

significant hardship on some of the most 

vulnerable who may lack the financial resources 

or savings to limit the impact of this wait. This has 

increased food bank use in areas where there has 

been the rollout of Universal Credit. The Trussell 

Trust has found that in these areas there has been 

a 16.85% average increase in emergency food 

referrals(21). Those waiting for their first Universal 

Credit payment also face the risk of falling into 

rent arrears. Landlords have reacted fearfully to 

Universal Credit delays, with some saying that 

they would no longer take on Universal Credit 

claimants due to rent arrears, this has had added 

another challenge to renters in an already 

unfavourable housing market.  

LRMN has already been concerned by the 

experiences of clients living in other London 

boroughs where Universal Credit already 

replaced previous benefits, and we believe that 

the delay in payments will cause considerable 

financial hardship to clients across Lewisham 

borough. 

This is particularly the case as clients simply do 

not have the financial savings to sustain them 

through such an extended period without 

payment. LRMN is also troubled with the lack of 

flexibility in the system to cope with 

administrative challenges. 

While there are emergency payment provisions in 

the form of advance payments, there is a lack of 

awareness about the existence of these payments 

and many clients are unable to navigate the 

complex bureaucracy of the UC system at a time 

of intense stress. While LRMN is able to provide 

support to claimants, particularly those who lack 

the digital skills to make or challenge a claim, 

LRMN remains concerned that some claimants 

have no idea how to access the support they 

need and there is insufficient capacity in many 

advice charities.  

For many the move to Universal Credit has been 

bewildering and the wait times to access the 

Universal Credit helpline have been far too long, 

our advisers have reported wait times of 30-40 

minutes on the helpline. This has significantly 

increased the amount of time advisers need to 

spend with clients, which in turn means they are 

able to support fewer clients.  
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Although at the time of writing the waiting period 

for UC payments has been reduced from six to 

five weeks, this waiting time still risks pushing 

people into rent arrears, debt or destitution. 

While LRMN welcomes the removal of the fee for 

the helpline, claimants of Universal Credit have 

too frequently been inhibited from accessing the 

advice and support they need. Such a change in 

the welfare system should have adequate 

resources to help claimants. LRMN remains 

concerned that there has not been enough 

additional funding for resources to help claimants 

of Universal Credit, this places an additional strain 

on advice charities at a time when they are 

already facing an increased demand for services.   

We spoke to some of our advisers to find out 

more about the process for claiming Universal 

Credit, and some of the issues they have 

identified with this process. 

Universal Credit has to be applied for online, after 

this application has been made, the claimant will 

need to make an appointment within 7 days to 

meet a work coach. The claimant will need to 

have a bank account, an email address and a 

National Insurance Number. They also need to 

provide details of their income and savings as 

well as verify their identity online. 

Universal Credit applications need to be made 

online and LRMN advisers have experienced the 

confusion of this change to a full online service 

from other legacy benefits where applications 

could be made in person. Claimants are often not 

computer literate and may not have email 

addresses, meaning they must rely on help to 

create email accounts or to check their emails.  

This can slow down the claim and add to the 

confusion for clients already navigating through a 

new system. 

Advisers noted that applications are time 

consuming and complex which makes it 

particularly frustrating for advisers when they can 

become locked out of the online application 

without access for twenty minutes. Advisers also 

expressed concern about the lack of direct 

contact a claimant would have with a work coach 

compared to legacy benefits. 

The greatest concern raised by advisers was the 

wait that claimants face before receiving their first 

payment after transferring from the legacy 

benefits system. While LRMN is pleased that the 

wait has been reduced from six weeks to five in 

the November Budget as well as the speeding up 

of access to the advances system, there still 

need to be numerous changes made to the 

system in order for it to deliver its promises. The 

wait for too many claimants has been longer than 

six weeks, in fact until recently 24% of new 

Universal Credit claimants had to wait longer than 

six weeks to be paid in full(23). 

Advisers also raised their concern about how 

claimants receive their money as Universal Credit 

is received monthly rather than weekly as 

previous benefits were. This means that claimants 

need to adapt how they budget. Such a shift in 

budgeting patterns has had no transitionary 

period factored in and there is limited help 

available to develop budgeting skill. In one 

adviser's experience, it takes a claimant a 

minimum of five weeks to understand how to 

budget. This can be particularly difficult for some 

individuals such as those unfamiliar with UK 

prices, or those battling with addictions or mental 

health issues. 

Advisers found that claimants were confused by 

the change in the system, this confusion has been 

added to by a lack of communication between 

Universal Credit full service and live service 

areas.  

Our advisers' perspective
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Some clients were told they needed to claim ESA but then told they need to claim UC, they received 

no back payments for errors that were not their own, and struggled to communicate between the two 

systems. Advisers reported cases where clients are left confused as to why they have not been paid 

Universal Credit. An adviser spoke about a client who had not received any money for several weeks 

and when they asked why this had happened, they were told that Universal Credit were not sure and 

that she should have been paid. Without the support of advisers to follow up claims, claimants are in 

some cases waiting unnecessarily for their payment with no explanation. 

  

While the Government Budget extended the housing benefit for two weeks to cover the overlap, 

claimants are still at risk of running up substantial rent arrears. Advisers spoke of a lack of knowledge 

of Advance Payments, and felt that it was a matter of luck if claimants found out about advance 

payments or not. Compared to paying back rent arrears, advance payment repayments are 

significantly larger and require good budgeting skills. 

In numbers… 

Since September 2017 we have already assisted over 10 clients with their Universal 

Credit Application and we are seeing an increase in the numbers of clients 

requesting help with their UC application. 

It is worth noting how applications take between two and three hours for one of our 

qualified advisers to complete. This means we will be able to support a lower 

number of clients (as previously applications for the benefits UC is replacing would 

take on average one hour rather than two). 
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Quan's Story
Quan*, an elderly man from Vietnam came to LRMN seeking support with his benefits. Our advisers 

supported Quan in applying for Universal Credit. The process was lengthy as there were 2 contact 

telephone numbers (live service and digital service), with each service advising the claimant to 

contact the other in order to claim. Neither one could access each other’s system and none could 

complete the claim. It then transpired that the application had to be completed online.  Time and 

effort could have been saved if the process has been explained by any one of the Universal Credit 

claim numbers. Unfortunately as it was, each service was unsure of the claim process themselves, 

hence the signposting to each other. 

At the national level: LRMN believes in the aims of Universal Credit, to simplify a complex benefits 

system and to provide incentives to work. However LRMN echoes the calls of other support services 

in areas where the roll-out has already taken place and urges the Government to pause the roll-out of 

Universal Credit until the problems in its implementation are resolved. Without such a pause 

Universal Credit is failing the very people it is designed to support, forcing many into unnecessary 

hardship. 

LRMN would also like to see a further reduction of payments waiting time (which at the time of 

writing is of 5 weeks).  

Our Policy Position
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Summary of Recommendations

• LRMN believes that the costs of the immigration system should not operate at 

profits detrimental to those subject to immigration control and that exorbitant 

immigration fees should be ceased; 

• LRMN calls for an alteration of the NRPF condition attached to certain individual’s 

immigration status, and asks for more support by Local Authorities for NRPF teams; 

• LRMN would like to see Lewisham Council and other Local Authorities working 

closer with landlords to ensure no discrimination takes place based on their 

immigration status and more support given to local businesses and employers on 

the rules and regulations related to people’s right to work; 

• LRMN would like to see a fundamental redesign of the PIP assessment criteria and 

assurance from the Government that PIP claimants will not be left without financial 

resource during the appeals process; 

• LRMN echoes the calls of support services in areas where the roll-out of Universal 

Credit has already taken place and urges the Government to pause the roll-out of 

Universal Credit until the problems in implementation are resolved; 

• LRMN strongly supports initiatives aimed at improving levels of digital inclusion 

amongst marginalised groups, and would like to see Local Authorities supporting 

more local agencies providing practical support to those who are digitally 

excluded. 
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Conclusion
This report adds to a body of evidence illustrating the significant difficulties facing residents 

in the Borough of Lewisham as well as other areas of London. In addition, this report 

highlights areas LRMN will be working on in collaboration with migrant community groups 

and non-governmental organisations. 

Migrant and refugee communities face hardship and numerous barriers preventing them 

from successfully integrating and thriving into their community. Soaring immigration fees, 

conditions attached to people’s immigration status such as NRPF, rising housing cost and 

an increasing discriminatory environment all contribute to social issues which need 

addressing. With this report we hope to have offered a glimpse into some of the issues 

affecting thousands of people every day, as well as offered some recommendations as to 

how to address such issues. 

Organisations such as LRMN are feeling increased pressure as demand for help is 

increasing, whilst resources become scarcer. The Government needs to address these 

issues and work more closely with Local Authorities to support those most in need. This 

report urges the Government to address policies which are effectively pushing people on 

the brink of destitution, and in many cases homelessness. Addressing the issues discussed 

in this report such as rising immigration fees, the hostile environment policy, wrongful 

benefit assessments and the roll-out of Universal Credit will ensure fewer people will fall 

through the cracks and instead get the support they require to thrive and make a positive 

contribution to their community. 

What will follow the launch of this report is a stronger presence of LRMN in policy debates, 

in the hope of making the choir of voices calling for a more welcoming environment for all 

migrants, refugees and asylum seekers, stronger. We hope to have offered a small insight 

into some of our most vulnerable clients’ lives as a way to mobilise action and foster the 

debate on current policies. 

We are making change happen! 
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