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This briefing on people seeking asylum and COVID-19 aims to lay out some of the experiences of food ac-
cess for this group during the pandemic. We will highlight some of the key barriers that people seeking asy-
lum face in accessing their right to food, as well as the policy responses that would prevent household food 
insecurity.  

It is unconscionable that many people who have experienced food insecurity in the countries they were 
forced to flee conInue to face hunger in their country of refuge, parIcularly one such as the UK, one of the 
world!s richest countries. 

DefiniAon of an asylum seeker 
An asylum seeker is someone who has leM their 
own country to escape war or persecuIon and 
who has sought protecIon in another country. 

A person’s asylum claim is one that seeks protec-
Ion, namely a grant of leave to prevent a breach of 
the Refugee ConvenIon.  

If an asylum claim is successful then a person will 
be granted asylum, recognised as a refugee, and 
granted refugee status. The terms asylum seeker 
and refugee are someImes used interchangeably.  

The term asylum seeker can someImes carry nega-
Ive connotaIons and the term refugee someImes 
can carry more posiIve connotaIons.  

A person may choose to self-idenIfy as a refugee, 
having fled persecuIon, prior to a decision being 
made on their refugee status. For the purposes of 
this document, we will use the term asylum seeker 
with its legal definiIon, (whilst recognising this 
may not be how some of those seeking asylum 
wish to be defined).   

Asylum Support 
When someone has claimed asylum in the UK they 
are eligible to claim asylum support. This is a form 
of basic support designed to provide accommoda-
Ion and cover basic living expenses.  

Asylum seekers are not enItled to mainstream 
welfare benefits (e.g. Universal Credit), and in most 
cases are precluded from work. Asylum Support is 
only available when the applicant is able to show 
that they, (and any dependents), are desItute or 
they will become desItute imminently. 

There are two main types of asylum support: Sec-
Ion 95 (s95) and SecIon 4(2) (s4(2)) support for 
adult claimants and their dependents. Unaccom-

panied asylum-seeking children (UASC) are sup-
ported by the local authority. While an s95 asylum 
support applicaIon is being processed, an asylum 
seeker may be housed temporarily in IniIal Ac-
commodaIon (IA) under SecIon 98 (s98) if their 
need is immediate. This is normally a full board 
hostel although someImes is self-catered with 
cash support provided. 
 

s95 Asylum Support 
This is available to those who have an ongoing asy-
lum claim, i.e. they are waiIng for a decision on 
their asylum applicaIon or appeal. S95 is available 
for asylum seekers who are in need of support 
and/or accommodaIon. They need to demonstrate 
that they are desItute and/or homeless. An appli-
caIon for s95 support can be for either subsistence 
support or accommodaIon, or both. Accommoda-
Ion is given on a no-choice basis. 

Support rates for s95 temporarily increased from 
£37.75 to £39.60 per week in June 2020 in light of 
the Covid-19 pandemic. This was increased to 
£39.63 when the Home Office completed their re-
view of the rates in October 2020. Payment is 
made for the person claiming asylum and their de-
pendents living in the same household. This pay-
ment is provided via a pre-paid debit card called 
ASPEN. The ASPEN card can be used in all stores 
that accept a Mastercard  debit card. It can also be 1

 Older iteraIons of the ASPEN card could be used where a visa debit card was accepted.1
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used to withdraw cash from a cash machine if the 
recipient is in receipt of s95 support. ASPEN cards 
cannot be used for online shopping, or for contact-
less payments. 

s4(2) Asylum Support 
S4(2) support is available in limited circumstances 
to those who have been refused asylum and are 
appeal rights exhausted, are desItute, or will be-
come desItute imminently, and who can also saIs-
fy other strict criteria. 

In summary, this includes: taking steps to leave the 
UK and return to country of origin, or where the 
Home Office has determined there is no viable 
route to return, or a person is unable to leave the 
UK for excepIonal medical reasons; or where asy-
lum support is necessary to avoid a breach of hu-
man rights. This includes having a pending fresh 
claim that raises a protecIon or human rights ele-
ment, or, where a public law challenge in the form 
of a Judicial Review is pursued against the legality 
of an immigraIon decision and permission has 
been granted on this applicaIon to proceed. As 
such enItlement to s4(2) support is extremely lim-
ited and can be difficult to prove. It does not cover 
all those who need support.  

The current support rates for s4(2) are £39.63 per 
week, (having been increased from £35.39 in light 
of Covid-19 pandemic to £39.60, and to £39.63 
following Home Office October 2020 review) and 
payment is also made via an ASPEN card. However, 
for those on s4(2) support this can only be used in 
the stores that accept Mastercard debit cards. 
There is no opIon to withdraw cash.  

AddiAonal payments 
Limited addiIonal support is available to both 
s4(2) and s95 recipients in certain restricted cir-
cumstances. These mostly concern pregnancy and 
young children. 

For both s4(2) and s95, addiIonal support is avail-
able for children under 3 years of age: parents can 
claim an addiIonal £5 a week for a child under 1 
year and an addiIonal £3 a week for a child aged 
between 1 and 3 years. A one-off maternity grant 
is available for a pregnant mother, £300 for those 
on s95 and £250 on s4(2) support. A pregnant 

mother can claim an addiIonal £3 a week for the 
duraIon of her pregnancy. 

These addiIonal payments are not all made auto-
maIcally and obtaining these addiIonal payments 
is not straighgorward, and oMen requires the help 
of a third party – such as a representaIve or sup-
port agency. 
There are a number of targeted schemes in the UK 
that aim to prevent household food insecurity, 
some that asylum seekers are eligible to receive, 
some that they are not. Children who are asylum 
seekers are able to get free school meals if they or 
their parents or carers receive support under Part 
VI of the ImmigraIon and Asylum Act 1999, i.e., 
s95 support. During the pandemic, free school 
meal provision has been temporarily expanded to 
families on s4(2) support as well. However, preg-
nant women and young children are not able to 
receive Healthy Start vouchers, which are available 
to other low-income UK resident pregnant women 
and young children as a welfare enItlement, to be 
exchanged for milk, fruits, vegetables and/or puls-
es, as well as vitamins, with an aim to improving 
early-years nutriIon. 

How are support levels set? 
When it was introduced, the level of support 
provided under secIon 95 was set at 70% of In-
come Support levels for adults and 100% for chil-
dren, to reflect the fact that uIliIes are included 
as part of the accommodaIon arrangements for 
people seeking asylum. 

However, in 2008 the Government decided to 
break the link to Income Support payments which 
has led to a growing disparity between asylum-re-
lated and mainstream social security benefits. 
AMer the Home Office lost a High Court case that 
stated the Home Secretary acIons were “irraIon-
al” , ‘in failing to take into account the extent of 2

the decrease in asylum support rates in real terms 
since 2007 and the freezing of rates in absolute 
terms since 2011,’ they ‘developed a "pick-and-mix’#
methodology based on data collected by the Office 
for NaIonal StaIsIcs (ONS) about expenditure by 
the lowest 10% income group among the UK popu-
laIon, and the Home Office!s own market 
research.’  3

 R (On the ApplicaIon Of) Refugee AcIon v The Secretary of State for the Home Department [2014] EWHC 1033 (Admin) (09 April 2

2014).

 Locked into poverty: life on asylum support; Asylum Marers November 2020.3
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The Home Office then carried out an assessment of 
the level of financial support provided to families, 
which concluded that families received $signific-
antly more cash than is necessary to meet their 
essenIal living needs” . As a result, a flat rate for 4

all asylum seekers and their dependents was intro-
duced, thereby reducing support rates for children 
under 16 by 30% or £16 per week from £52.96 to 
£36.95 per week. The penulImate Home Office full 
financial review of asylum support rates in 2017 
resulted in a 2018 increase of 80p. 

How has the level of SecAon 4 been set? 
In June 2020, the Home Office implemented an 
excepIonal increase to £39.60 for both s95 and s4 
as a temporary measure while the 2020 review 
was ongoing. This was increased to £39.63 when 
the Home Office completed their review of the 
rates in October 2020. In reality, there has been 
very lirle change in support rates since 2015, 
when, following a minor rise, these were signifi-
cantly reduced. Yet, inflaIon has averaged 1.59% 
(2015 - 2019). 

Pre-COVID-19 issues of food              
insecurity faced by asylum seekers 

Asylum Support was a meagre amount to live on 
even before the pandemic. Income Support is un-
derstood to be the minimum a person needs to live 
on.  

The current Income Support rate for a single per-
son over 25 is £74.75. Universal Credit is £94.96; 
therefore, Asylum Support is lirle over half this 
minimum .  5

The graphic below illustrates how rates have 
changed over the past 20 years in comparison with 
mainstream welfare benefits, and the striking lack 
of increase support rates have seen; asylum sup-
port is currently less than it was in 2005. 

People seeking asylum generally do not have the 
right to work. If a claim has been pending for over 
a year (i.e. without decision) then they are able to 
apply for permission to work but this is limited to 
the jobs on the shortage occupaIon list with strin-
gent requirements that few are able to meet. In 

 Explanatory Memorandum to the Asylum Support Amendment No 3 RegulaIons (2015); Locked into poverty: life on asylum sup4 -
port; Asylum Marers November 2020.

 It is acknowledged that in comparing Asylum Support and Income Support we are not comparing like for like, e.g., given that for 5

those in Asylum Support accommodaIon, bills are covered. However, notwithstanding this, Income Support is the nearest compar-
ator and Asylum Support is lirle over half this minimum.
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reality, this means that very few people seeking 
asylum are able to work. 

With such restricted financial support, food insecu-
rity is almost an inevitability. 

Length of Ame on support 
A defence against raising the minimum payment 
that the Government oMen uses is that a person is 
only meant to be on Asylum Support for a short 
period of Ime, implying that this financial hardship 
is short-term. In reality, the majority of people wait 
for over 6 months for an iniIal decision; of the 
64,895 main applicants waiIng for an iniIal deci-
sion on their asylum applicaIon at the end of De-
cember 2020, 46,796 had been waiIng over 6 
months (72% of all those waiIng) . Should a per6 -
son appeal, then this will take even longer. It is not 
uncommon for asylum seekers to have a case 
pending for many months and even well over a 
year and more.  

Issues with asylum support system 
In addiIon, issues with payments are not uncom-
mon and people seeking asylum can be leM with 
less support than they are enItled to, and some-
Imes without any support. 

Many asylum seekers and their advocates have 
concerns that the Home Office monitor spending 
on ASPEN Cards, the locaIon and what shop they 
are used in. Privacy InternaIonal have carried out 
research on the monitoring of the ASPEN card and 
outline the need for reform . 7

Issues with accommodaAon and dispersal 
Asylum support accommodaIon is provided on a 
no-choice basis, and many are dispersed to areas 
far from their exisIng connecIons.  

Access to food is not given consideraIon in provi-
sion of accommodaIon. This oMen means that ac-
commodaIon is provided far from affordable food 
stores and that public transport is needed to ac-
cess a supermarket. Transport costs in the UK are 
frequently prohibiIve for those on low income. 
Therefore, even those in receipt of s95 support 
cannot easily afford to travel to larger, more af-
fordable shops or those that stock items from 

which they would be able to construct a nutriIous 
and culturally appropriate diet.  

Dispersal can be to areas or locales that are not 
mulIcultural, and in addiIon to mulIple language 
and integraIon barriers that this can bring, it can 
also have implicaIons for the type of food that is 
available, potenIally exacerbaIng disconnecIon, 
and dislocaIon already experienced by asylum 
seekers who have fled their home because of per-
secuIon. Being able to eat food that is meaningful, 
whatever that may be, is culturally and emoIonally 
significant and impacts on our overall wellbeing. 

Poor housing stock dominates asylum support ac-
commodaIon and cooking faciliIes are oMen 
small, limited, and inadequate. AccommodaIon is 
oMen provided on a shared basis with mulIple sin-
gle asylum seekers sharing one property, with usu-
ally only one room to themselves and a shared 
cooking area. Single mothers with young children 
are oMen accommodated in mother and baby 
houses of mulIple occupaIon with limited storage 
and shared faciliIes. This inevitably impacts on 
items that can be purchased and means people are 
oMen unable to benefit from the cost-saving of 
bulk buying and batch cooking. This creates further 
barriers to cooking and eaIng well. Pest infestaIon 
and problems with pest control are an oMen-re-
ported issue and asylum seekers in supported ac-
commodaIon do not benefit from the same rights 
and protecIon as others who are tenants.  

This culminates in many asylum seekers in receipt 
of asylum support facing household food insecurity 
and falling into severe difficulIes meaning that 
they have to seek help with this and other financial 
problems.  

John and his family have been on support for 2 
years. He told Asylum Ma:ers that he has lost 10 
kilos in the last two years, both him and his wife 
are suffering with depression and she is taking 
sleeping pills. He stated he was mentally worn 
down: $#Never before in my life have I struggled for 
food and to feed my family, every week you have to 
calculate everything, I can!t work, I!m always in 
fear of detenFon, my life is a trap.” 

 Asylum and Reserlement Data Sets, Home Office, 27 May 2021(accessed hrps://www.gov.uk/government/staIsIcal-data-sets/6

asylum-and-reserlement-datasets).

What is an Aspen Card and why does it need reform? Privacy InternaIonal, 23 February 2021 (accessed hrps://www.privacyinter7 -
naIonal.org/explainer/4425/what-aspen-card-and-why-does-it-need-reform).
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Precluded from work and other mainstream 
sources of support, such as Healthy Start vouchers, 
the only way to obtain further support is from 
chariIes, friends, and family. Many pracIIoners 
will signpost their clients to organisaIons that are 
able to assist providing addiIonal food, including 
food banks. How has COVID-19 exacerbated 
household food insecurity for asylum seekers? 

How has COVID-19 exacerbated 
household food insecurity for asylum 
seekers? 
The current pandemic has had a devastaIng effect 
on those in the asylum system as well as anyone 
else trying to survive on very lirle money.  

In July and August 2020, Asylum Marers ran a two-
week snapshot online survey to hear from people 
seeking asylum about their experience of living on 
asylum support. The survey had 184 respondents: 
108 had children with them here in the UK; 76 did 
not. The quesIons were designed to speak to es-
senIal living needs idenIfied in the Home Office’s 
methodology that is used to set asylum support 
rates: food, medicines, communicaIons, travel, 
cleaning products, clothing, and toiletries. The sur-

vey asked for answers to be about life in general 
not just through the lockdown.  

Responses to this survey demonstrated that peo-
ple on asylum support remain rouInely unable to 
meet their essenIal living needs. Whether it was 
buying enough food for themselves and their fami-
lies, affording mobile phone credit to be able to 
stay in contact with essenIal services, or buy 
enough clothes for their children; people seeking 
asylum were experiencing a permanent state of 
financial precarity, whereby they had to constantly 
trade off one essenIal living need against another. 
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Ability to afford food  

Food insecurity is a serious issue for those seeking asylum in the UK. 

In their survey, Asylum Marers asked the following quesIon specifically about purchasing food "Are you  

able to buy enough food?! 184 people responded. 

Of the 84% who said they did not have enough money to buy 
food, or could only someImes afford the food they need, 50% 
said they someImes had enough money; and the remaining 
34% said they never had enough money.  

What did people say?  

The main comments from families were that they found food too expensive and would have to sacrifice 
other essenIals to afford to buy what they needed. Families had difficulIes in being able to bulk buy and 
many needed to travel long distances by public 
transport to the cheaper stores which was an 
extra and unaffordable expense. Families stated 
they were unable to use certain supermarkets as 
they were too expensive and had concerns 
about not being able to buy healthy food afford-
ably for their families. 

"It!s really hard to buy a decent amount of food 
and cleaning and personal hygiene products we 
need to choose between one or other and for the 
amount we received we can!t have a healthy diet 

at all.! 

"I need to do shopping every day as I can do it 
only in the shops that sell the cheapest food. So 
for example, one day I get eggs in Iceland, second day Lidl, etc. Then I can't use the bus as it's expensive, so I 
can't get more than 2 or 3 bags. So I have to do shopping every day%! 

The current pandemic has had a devastaIng effect on those in the asylum system as well as anyone else 
trying to survive on very lirle money.  

John and his family have been on support for 2 years told us he has lost 10 kilos in the last two years, both 
him and his wife are suffering with depression and she is taking sleeping pills. He stated he was mentally 
worn down, “never before in my life have I struggled for food and to feed my family, every week you have to 
calculate everything, I can’t work, I’m always in fear of detenIon, my life is a trap. 
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The impact of COVID-19 restricAons 

The naIonal lockdowns and other COVID-19 restricIons meant that travel to larger shops was more diffi-
cult. Food and essenIal items like medicines and toiletries could be far more expensive in smaller shops 
that are also oMen limited in the stock they offer. Many asylum seekers are housed in areas where they can-
not buy halal or kosher food and travelling to find this food became impossible during lockdown. 

Many support services such as lunch clubs have been closed dur-
ing lockdowns and other COVID-19 restricIons, leaving those living 
on asylum support without a safety net. OrganisaIons are desper-
ately trying to meet the shorgall with one-off payments. 

Asylum Marers asked: "Are there any extra problems you have 
had because of the coronavirus lockdown? (For example, could 
you buy everything you needed like food, medicine, soap, clean-
ing and hygiene things?)! 

Both groups of respondents stated that as essenIal items in-
creased in price, they were unable to afford them. Families stated 
not being able to bulk buy had a huge impact as well as having to 
shop at local, more expensive shops due to public transport being 
suspended. Single adults commented on the impact of having to 
stay at home without support agencies was difficult, with both 
groups commenIng that it had a negaIve impact on their mental 
health of both adults and children.  

What did people say? 
"made shopping more stressful and run out of money at the end of the week to provide food for family as 
want to prepare healthy meals for child but cannot afford ingredients’  

"I have never been in a difficult situaFon like this before. People were buying food stuff in bulk but we 
couldn't. Even a common bag of rice, we can't afford. The coronavirus has really made our lives difficult…’ 

"Not being able to be safe and buy food, groceries, cleaning products, etc. online (this is due to the fact that 
asylum seekers aren't allowed bank accounts) for it to be delivered to my house. I have had to risk my life 
and that of my family who have been at home this enFre pandemic as I leave the house weekly in order to 
get food for my family.’  

‘It's difficult to stay on a budget and avoid going to the biggest and cheapest shops because local stores are 
much more expensive, also my mental health is being affected by the pandemic.! 

"Two adults with a child. It’s so hard to live with £118 per week. We are trying to avoid a lot of things such as 
public transport. Only 1 of us can go to town for shopping because we can't afford to pay for 2. We also 
avoid shops like Sainsbury, Tesco, CooperaFve and Asda where things are quite expensive for us. The lock-
down has worsened everything but for the past 2 months, we've been receiving some food and baby's milk 
from the charity where we used to go. Life is so hard.’ 
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Baby milk formula  

Many mothers struggle to fund formula milk for their babies, even though there is an extra £5 per week for 
babies under the age of 1 and £3 for those aged 1-3 years. 

Refugee Women Connect, a charity based in Liverpool, spoke with one woman who said: $I used to spend 
£11 per every two weeks on formula and that was the cheapest I could find, but eventually I had to stop be-
cause I couldn!t afford it. I now give him [her baby] cheap £1 milk from the supermarket.”  
  
In their survey Asylum Marers asked: “Do you have a 
baby? Can you get the things you need for your baby?” 

37 respondents had a baby and over half said that they 
either did not have enough money to get the things they 
needed for their baby or could only someImes afford it. 

What did people say?  

Most of the respondents stated that they oMen did not 
have enough money to buy items for their baby and 
therefore would sacrifice other essenIal items to do so. 
Some noted they received some items from chariIes. 

"Yes it is very difficult especially be-
ing single mother of two li:le ones. 
One formula milk costs £11 which 
takes most of the weekly NASS sup-
port.  Moreover it is vvv hard to 8

bulk buy as I need to wait for every 
Monday to have money! 

During the COVID-19 lockdown due 
to restricIons on travel this formula 
milk could only be bought in local 
shops, where it was more expensive 
and someImes out of stock. 

  

 Asylum Support was previously called NaIonal Asylum Support Service (NASS) support. Many sIll refer to Asylum Support as 8

NASS/ NASS support.
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Digital exclusion 

The lack of access to the internet had a significant impact on those seeking asylum, and this was exacerbat-
ed by the lockdown and other Covid-19 restricIons. Wi-Fi is not provided in asylum accommodaIon, and 
many people do not have bank accounts needed to set up internet contracts.  

Many would have relied pre-pandemic#on having access to free Wi-Fi in public buildings and spaces or at 
local drop-ins or chariIes, which have been closed during the Covid-19 crisis. This has leM more people 
struggling to afford to top up their phone credit, which is their only means of checking availability, eligibility 
and opening Imes of food banks and chariIes during lockdown. 

Recent research from the University of Loughborough with the Joseph Rowntree FoundaIon has found that 
the general public now believe that a decent internet connecIon and basic digital equipment are funda-
mental requirements for a minimum acceptable standard of life in the UK .  9

In their survey Asylum Marers asked: "Can you afford to buy 
the data and phone credit you/your family need? This could 
be for calls or to use the internet!  

164 people responded to this quesIon with the vast majority 
staIng that they could not afford this data either all the Ime 
or some of the Ime. 

 

What did people say?  

Respondents stated they accessed Wi-Fi via mobile phones, al-
though many use free Wi-Fi in public places. More families than 
single adults used a mixture of both. 

Both groups commented on how they oMen could not afford the 
amount of data they required and would sacrifice other essen-
Ials to pay for it. The issues this caused were difficulty in keeping 
in contact with families and friends as well as accessing informa-
Ion and services. Families highlighted it had an educaIonal im-
pact on their children. 

"I have to prioriFse food and other essenFals, it is hard to contact 

people and is hard to find out informaFon with limited internet.! 

"Unable to even call the school when my child is not feeling well. 
Unable to keep in contact with friends, services, and people. Unable to help my child access the internet to 
do school work/homework on.! 

 A Minimum Income Standard for the United Kingdom in 2020, Joseph Rowntree FoundaIon.   9
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Provisions for the right to food of asy-
lum seekers in internaAonal human 
rights law 
  
The United Kingdom has voluntarily signed and 
raIfied a number of internaIonal human rights 
treaIes that provide for the right to food. 
  
The most comprehensive of these is the In-
ternaIonal Covenant on Economic, Social and Cul-
tural Rights (ICESCR), raIfied by the UK in 1976. 
ArIcle 11, Paragraph 1 of ICESCR provides that: 
  
$The States ParIes to the present Covenant recog-
nize the right of everyone to an adequate standard 
of living for himself and his family, including ad-
equate food […].” 
  
This right is to be afforded to all people regardless 
of their immigraIon status, gender, age, or any 
other characterisIc, and calls on governments to 
ensure that all people have a dignified and secure 
access to food at all Imes. 
  
The right to food is also recognised in other in-
ternaIonal human rights standards such as the 
ConvenIon on the Rights of the Child (CRC) raIfied 
by the UK in 1991, ConvenIon on the EliminaIon 
of DiscriminaIon Against Women (CEDAW), Con-
venIon on the Rights of Persons with DisabiliIes 
(CRPD) and the Universal DeclaraIon of Human 
Rights. 
  

The right to food can be considered to have been 
achieved when ‘Every man, woman and child, 
alone or in community with others, have physical 
and economic access at all Imes… to adequate 
food or means for its procurement’ (CESCR General 
Comment no 12, Right to Food). 

This requires States to ensure: 
(a) The availability of food in a quanIty and quality 
sufficient to saIsfy the dietary needs of individu-
als, free from adverse substances, and acceptable 
within a given culture.  
(b) The accessibility of such food in ways that are 
sustainable and that do not interfere with the en-
joyment of other human rights. Accessibility in-
cludes both physical and economic accessibility.  
  
It is important to note that the Commiree on Eco-
nomic, Social and Cultural Rights (CESCR) has also 
asserted that States parIes to ICESCR have "min-
imum core obligaIons’ under the Covenant. This 
means that they have to ensure a basic level of 
enjoyment of each right. For example, essenIal 
food items, primary health care and basic housing. 
As the Commiree has stated, if ICESCR were to be 
read in such a way as not to establish a minimum 
core, it would be largely deprived of its raison 
d'etre. 

When it comes to parIcular rights – for instance, 
the right to poliIcal parIcipaIon – States enjoy a 
margin of discreIon in assessing whether and to 
what extent these rights apply to persons with dif-
ferent legal statuses, for example as naIonals ver-
sus non-naIonals.  
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However, it is fundamental to understand that no 
such margin of discreIon exists in respect of the 
obligaIon to fulfil minimum core obligaIons in-
cluding in respect of the right to food. The Com-
miree on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights has 
been explicit in this regard: freedom from hunger 
is part of the minimum core of the right to food 
and therefore must not be limited on the basis of 
any status including legal or immigraIon status. 
With regards specifically to children the United 
NaIons Commiree on Economic and Social Rights 
states that $all children within a State, including 
those with an undocumented status, have a right 
to receive educaIon and access to adequate food 
and affordable health care”. 

Furthermore, a number of UN Sustainable Devel-
opment Goals (UNSDG), adopted by all UN Mem-
ber States, including the UK in 2015, are relevant 
when considering the right to food for asylum 
seekers. These include notably SDG 2 ‘Zero Hun-
ger’: End hunger, achieve food security and im-
proved nutriIon and promote sustainable agricul-
ture; but also, SDG 1 ‘No Poverty’: End poverty in 
all its forms everywhere; SDG 3 "Good Health & 
Wellbeing’: Healthy lives and promote well-being 
for all at all ages; and SDG 10 "Reduced Inequalit-
ies’: Reduce inequality within and among countries. 
It is arguable that current provision of asylum sup-
port does not meet these SDG aims.  

At the World Food Summit (WFS) in 1996, states 
including the UK adopted the Rome DeclaraIon on 
World Food Security and the World Food Summit 
Plan of AcIon. 

This &reaffirm[ed] the right of everyone to have 
access to safe and nutriIous food, consistent with 
the right to adequate food and the fundamental 
right of everyone to be free from hunger.”# 

The development of Voluntary Guidelines on the 
Right to Food by the Food & Agriculture Organisa-
Ion of the UN (FAO) followed the 2002 WFS and 
were adopted in 2004. This is guidance to support 
WFS member states, of which the UK is one, to 
realise the right to food for their populaIons.  

Amongst these is included a suggesIon for naIon-
al food security to be included as a mandate for 
naIonal human rights insItuIons (Guideline 18), 
"anI-hunger#and food security funding (Guideline 
12), support for vulnerable groups (Guideline 13), 

sIpulaIons re "food safety net’!#(Guideline 14). 

Guideline 16.5 details: "States should make every 
effort to ensure that refugees and internally dis-
placed persons have access at all Imes to ad-
equate food…’  

Whilst these Guidelines are explicitly voluntary, 
they do outline a rights-based approach to ensur-
ing food security and are a relevant standard which 
should be considered when addressing the food 
security of asylum seekers. 

To further protect the right to food under ArIcle 
11 ICESCR and promote its realisaIon a mandate 
for UN Special Rapporteur was established in 2000. 
The former UN Special Rapporteur Hilal Elvers 
2020 Report on the right to food highlighted a 
number of ongoing issues: 

- The right to food is not recognised within do-
mesIc legislaIon. This includes the UK. The report 
states, "States are duty bearers and all persons are 
rights holders, not passive recipients of charity. 
There exists a fundamental difference between a 
legal enItlement and a generalized affirmaIon of 
charity or moral responsibility.’  
- Whilst the right to food is accepted by ICESCR 
party members as indivisible from other human 
rights this has not been enacted, the report urges, 
"States to focus on the most marginalized, excluded 
or discriminated-against segments of the popula-
Ion and to account for power imbalances that un-
dermine governance. The Covenant insists that 
States should exercise rights “'without discrimina-
Ion of any kind as to race, colour, sex, language, 
religion, poliIcal or other opinion, naIonal or so-
cial origin, property, birth or other status” and calls 
on States to take account of the needs of the poor 
and vulnerable.’  
- It contains a recommendaIon for economic re-
form to address "the poverty and inequality of 

marginalized populaIons#detailing, ‘… poverty, 
inequality and the inequitable distribuIon of food 
and producIve resources remain a significant bar-
rier to the right to food, parIcularly for popula-
Ions that have faced historic and pervasive dis-
criminaIon.! 
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Conclusion 

To conclude, a number of internaIonal instruments reinforce the right to food for all populaIons, a right 
recognised by the UK in raIfying ICESCR and other internaIonal treaIes.  

The level of household food insecurity experienced as standard by people on asylum support in the UK and 
worsened by the COVID-19 pandemic makes it clear that their right to food is not respected and therefore 
there needs to be urgent and concerted effort to remedy this situaIon by the UK Government. 

We therefore recommend that the UK Government, in cooperaIon with the devolved administraIons: 

• Increase asylum support to put it back in line with mainstream welfare benefits. 
• Allow all asylum seekers the right to work and remove the exisIng restricIons on the right to work, 

(which require permission to be sought on an asylum claim that has been pending for at least a year and 
limits jobs to the shortage occupaIon list). 

• Provide berer informaIon on support such as Free School Meals (and make permanent the extension of 
FSM to people on S4). 

• Expand eligibility for Healthy Start vouchers for pregnant women and young children to include asylum 
seekers 

• Reassess the methodology that support rates are assessed to ensure it takes into account the costs of liv-
ing. 

• Provide cash to those on SecIon 4(2) support. 
• Make contactless payments available with the ASPEN card; and remove minimum spend. 
• Ensure that pregnant mothers get the addiIonal support they are eligible for as soon as possible. 
• Incorporate the right to food into domesIc legislaIon in order to provide a framework, resource alloca-

Ion and accountability mechanisms for the realisaIon of this right for all people, including people seeking 
asylum. 
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https://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/what-we-do/our-work/ending-child-poverty
https://www.childrenssociety.org.uk/what-we-do/our-work/ending-child-poverty
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Sustain: The alliance for berer food and farming, advocates 
food and agriculture policies and pracIces that enhance the 
health and welfare of people and animals, tackle climate change 
and restore nature, improve the living and working environ-
ment, enrich society and culture, and promote greater equality. 
It represents around 100 naIonal public interest organisaIons, 
and culIvates the movement for change, working with many 
others at local, regional, naIonal and internaIonal level.  

 www.sustainweb.org 

sustain@sustainweb.org

Asylum Marers is a charity that works in partnership locally and 
naIonally to improve the lives of refugees and people seeking 
asylum through social and poliIcal change. By mobilising and 
coordinaIng local, regional and naIonal advocacy work, we aim 
to increase the impact of campaigns to secure improvements to 
asylum policy and pracIce. 

hrps://asylummarers.org/ 

info@asylummarers.org

http://www.sustainweb.org
mailto:sustain@sustainweb.org
http://www.sustainweb.org
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https://asylummatters.org/
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