Tees Valley of Sanctuary
Darlington, Hartlepool, Middlesbrough, Redcar and Cleveland, Stockton-on-Tees

[image: image1.png]
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RESPONSE TO CALL FOR EVIDENCE ON ASYLUM HOUSING 

MARCH 2018

INTRODUCTION

There has been little time to collect evidence for this consultation for the Independent Chief Inspector of Borders and Immigration , but we have done what we could in the time available, visiting a number of Drop-Ins in Stockton and listening to what people had to say about housing. Also taking some cases come to our attention since the survey for the Home Affairs Select Committee (attached) was done for 31st January 2017.

Everything that is written was given to us on the basis that people would not be identified, but a number of cases were taken, if asked, already reported, and with their permission, directly to G4S.  The quotes are direct quotes from what people said with only the grammar altered in some cases.

It must be said that there is one thing in common with all of the Drop-Ins, that they are all run by volunteers on a shoestring, the atmosphere at each one is one of love and caring.  All are made welcome, despite many difficulties.  This is reflected by the users, who show a lot of consideration and are extremely helpful to each other.  Their help in interpreting for each other was invaluable.

Also so many interviewed wanted to say that they were grateful for being given a home, even though there were problems.

One recent arrival wanted me to pass on “You are paying taxes to support me, I want to learn to be part of your culture.  I must learn English, and I am trying hard with classes at the Drop-In and sad I cannot go to college yet.  I want to be able to work [he is a teacher] as soon as I get my status and can remain here”.
The problems come across are not huge in terms of what the media pick up, such as rats and cockroaches running across food and babies.  However what is happening is day after day, usually for years on end, and adds up to being an awful burden to those who came here to seek sanctuary.  Nearly all the issues raised could be easily and cheaply remedied.  The issue of room sharing is not going to be solved by the new contract, and is one we would strongly ask for your influence to make it possible for forced room sharing to be banned.

WE HAVE NOT BEEN ABLE TO SEE THE FULL DETAILS OF THE NEW CONTRACT AT THE TIME OF WRITING THIS REPORT, AND STRONGLY URGE YOU TO TAKE UP THE ISSUES IN THIS REPORT ON OUR BEHALF, FOR THE NEW CONTRACT.  
ALSO THAT YOU ENSURE THAT, FOR THE REMAINING TIME IN THIS CONTRACT UNTIL SEPTEMBER 2019, THE CONTRACT IS RUN IN A WAY THAT GIVES ASYLUM SEEKERS DIGNITY, RESPECT, AND IN HOUSING FIT FOR THE PURPOSE.
ROOM SHARING
Room sharing takes place with people of no shared language, faith or culture.  
The problems range from the very bad (sharing with people who are violent, or have significant mental health problems, or have addiction issues), to unacceptable (the other person is dirty, has different needs around timing, light), to the difficult (different faiths). Even if not these problems it is hard when there is no communication because of language difficulties, when one of the people needs space to grieve, when sharing with a nationality their country was at war with.  
Having to share for months and years takes its toll on even the most resilient.   All asylum seekers are vulnerable when they arrive here because of what they have fled from and the journeys they have had.  Throughout their time as an asylum seeker, they are worried and frightened about their future.  
Sharing a room with another person adds to all of these stresses.
THERE IS NO DOUBT THAT THE ONLY ANSWER IS THAT THERE MUST BE NO FORCED BEDROOM SHARING IN THE NEW CONTRACT.
There were many issues raised about room sharing.  There are quotes below, but many are summarised by one of the Drop-In organisers, who has worked with, and listened to, very many asylum seekers over many years.

“People need some space for some time during the week, sharing bedrooms causes serious problems between individuals.
1. People sharing a bedroom from different cultures and religions causes problems with different worship patterns

2. People sharing a bedroom when one person needs to stay in the dark and the other needs to leave the light on.

3. When a person is distressed and wants to be alone, where does that person go?  Everything is shared – bathroom, kitchen, common room.

4. Some people have to share a room where one person has a serious mental health problem – this can result in very distressing consequences – e.g., a fatality happened, as have injuries, destruction of the other person’s property, etc.
5. Lack of common language can lead to many difficulties between 2 people sharing a bedroom, with misunderstandings between the 2 people.

6. When a family bereavement occurs, for a single person, where can they be private in their grief?

7. Difficulties for 2 people sharing a room are their varying standards of cleanliness, tidiness etc. - it causes more tension than is good for anyone.” 
“It was explained to me that I would have to share a bedroom, but I had no option so had to agree.  I have no privacy and the other person has different sleeping habits, such as she needs the lights on and the windows open” This does illustrate that it is not necessarily that the other person in the room is not necessarily doing anything wrong or inconsiderate – just different,

“I share with a Muslim man, we get on OK, but it is difficult to share with someone with a completely different background and faith. We do try but have no common language”.

“I am from Iran, and fled here because of the Arab Iraqis but I have to share with one, and it makes me frightened”.

One man shares with another who is an alcoholic and drug user.  “I find it so difficult, and worried I will get into trouble about him using drugs”.  In this case photographic evidence was given of the bottles of alcohol consumed in the bedroom, and despite being reported to G4S and the Home Office for over 2 weeks nothing has happened.
“The other person uses a strong Arab perfume that gives me a headache”.

A man had been sharing with another who had become very violent, and attacked someone else in the house.  He has been arrested and is now in prison.  The person I spoke to was clearly terrified of another person being put in his room in case he, too, was violent.  Listening to him, and about the flashbacks he had about the terror he had escaped from in Sudan, was difficult as he was so upset about another person to share a room with.  He said “I came here to be safe, and all I want is a peaceful life”.

  “It is very difficult to clean as the other person is dirty.  I used strong cleaning fluids to try to get the shower clean, but I have a bad chest and ended up in hospital for 2 weeks because of the fumes.  Also they smoke a Shisha pipe which is bad for my chest.  I told G4S but nothing has changed”.

“No privacy, and difficult to sleep when other woman is making telephone calls and has the lights on”

A complaint from M about another person she shared a room with, who appeared to have a lot of mental health problems, not least in not using the bathroom at all, doing everything in a chamber pot kept in her room; screaming, shouting and being abusive;  hiding under a sheet pinned to the wall and generally causing problems.  No mental health problems appeared to be diagnosed by the doctors though.  She threw a pot of urine over some fish outside and some clean clothing, drying.  Other members of the house were very worried about food being contaminated they did not know about.  Blood was smeared on the walls in the bathroom.  The issue was taken up with G4S Compass Complaints, senior people at G4S, and Red Cross and other organisations tried to help, but it went on for many months.  Eventually the person complaining was given leave to remain and so moved out, and thankfully it seems the other person is not sharing a room any more.  There was an impact on M who several months later said she “still suffered from the effects of sharing with the other woman, and the extreme stress had a greater impact on her than even she realised at the time.  It is taking her time to recover, and she is trying to build a new life and train for a job, but the experience is still with her”.  

“The other person is on the phone morning till night, I get no peace.  She shouts on the phone and plays music early in the morning.  Also she gossips about what she knows about me from sharing a room with me with others in the house, I have no privacy.  That person has now moved, but I am very worried about who else I will have to share with”.

“The other woman is dirty and does not clean the room.  I have a bad back but I try to do it bending down with a little brush as we have no vacuum cleaner.  It is really difficult to clean the worn and dirty carpet and her hair is still stuck to it”.

“The other girl talks on the phone at night, sometimes till 2 in the morning.” and “She was first in the room, so has taken up all the room for clothes.  We don’t speak the same language to be able to talk about it”.

A Sudanese lady was finding it very difficult sharing with an Ethiopian lady as they had different faiths and could not communicate with each other because of the language problem.

“I was not comfortable sharing the room, and my room was small, but they wanted to do a lot of things to make me move and that is not fair.  All my colleagues chose their rooms, but I am the unlucky one and could not choose”.
Although probably legal, one woman said “I find it difficult sharing the bedroom with my 6 year old son, and 3 year old daughter”.

“We are two people in the same room and we have different habits and I don’t feel very comfortable”

A Church member who works with asylum seekers was told by one of them that when she arrived here recently, and said she had a contract for her own room, the Jomast employee said, “You make trouble for me I will make trouble for you at the Home Office”.

One young man, upset by how dirty the person sharing his room was, said he had told his room mate “I am not from UK, you are not from UK, but we are here now, and wherever we are from we must live in a civilised way and be clean”.  He had said the same thing to others from other countries in the house he was in, but nobody took any notice.

PREGNANCY
Despite the guidelines, women are being moved into accommodation whilst less than 6 weeks from the expected date of birth.  Moves when the baby arrives are stressful for mother, baby and any other children.

Some women are moved into single bedrooms when 8 months pregnant.  There is scarcely room for a cot, and not for storage for baby things.  They cannot be moved within 6 weeks of the birth being due, so surely they should not be there in the first place?  They do not want their names or addresses passed on as fearful of being put in the hostel which has a bad reputation, and they (think) know they have to buy kitchen equipment there, too.
A local medical practice reported that they had two examples of women being moved late in pregnancy in one day recently.  These were both just on 6 weeks before expected delivery date. There is obviously increased risk at this stage and any support network they may have built which will be lost on transfer, so relocation is not desirable.
One woman was moved with her family from Hartlepool to Stockton 5 weeks before the baby was due, from a house to a flat in the High Street.  She found this very difficult, she had to change midwife, her children were crying a lot as they were leaving friends and support, and her husband who suffers depression lost all of his support too.  The eldest child was so upset at having to leave friends, and there would be absolutely nothing he could do from the flat they moved to after school,  they pay quite a bit on bus fares each week for him to go back to Hartlepool to school.  She could have understood it more if there had been no accommodation in Hartlepool, but there was.

A pregnant woman had fallen down the stairs at the hostel and was in hospital for some time.  When she came out she had first a walking frame and then crutches and was returned to her former room, even though there was a room downstairs. The bedroom was on one floor and the kitchen upstairs from that.  “Just how do you carry food etc down the stairs with crutches”
INSPECTIONS
Out of all the people asked, only one had had an inspection not related to a complaint made.  They asked an inspector to look at an old, worn and dirty carpet that is not at all suitable for a crawling child.  The inspector just said it was OK

Nobody said they had had the quality of their induction inspected, nobody had been asked about their induction.

CONTACTING CALL CENTRE OR JOMAST
New arrivals need to be told verbally as well as by pieces of paper that reporting should be done to G4S in the first place.  It needs to be checked that this is done. 

All asylum seekers need to have this information made clear too, and information leaflets be available to places giving advice, and Drop Ins for them to reinforce the message.

Leaflets need to make clear how someone without fluent English can ask for an interpreter.

The phone line to G4S must be made more accessible and the phone answered on a quicker timescale. Length of time a call takes to be answered should be a Performance Indicator .
A number of people said they had tried to ring G4S but the phone just rang and rang, and there was no way to leave a message.

A lot of recent arrivals said that they had been given a piece of paper with G4S details on it, but told by the Jomast representatives to contact themselves instead.  Sometimes saying that it would be quicker that way.
There is a notice by the door of the women and children hostel that says to contact Jomast – and G4S for “other issues” telling them they can use a phone in the High Street (about quarter of a mile away) to ring G4S free.

Nobody understood that if they said the language they spoke when the phone was answered they would be put through to an interpreter.  If they knew this, as well as that they ought to report to G4S, a lot more complaints would probably be properly reported so they could be dealt with in a timely way.

Reporting in person to Jomast, sometimes going to the office to do so, is seen as much easier to do face to face, rather than deal with language difficulties over the phone.

“Sometimes they answer a call and deal with the problem, sometimes they don’t”

“I tried to ring G4S as you told me to a lot of times but it was never answered, so I gave up” (a number of people said that)
“I have made a lot of complaints about the shared room to the Jomast rep and now he sees my number and does not answer whatever I am ringing about.”
EQUIPMENT
The contract that we have seen has many references to “suitable” and “adequate”, this is just not sufficient and is being interpreted in a way that is within the letter of the contract and not the spirit.  The thin duvets are an example.  Specifications must be a lot clearer.

There must be a written copy of an inventory for each dwelling for service users to see, and it should be checked by the landlord when each new person arrives in a property.

Copies of these inventories, which will be different for each type of accommodation, need to be readily available to the voluntary sector working to support asylum seekers.

Also they should be available to them before the new contract is finalised for constructive suggestions.
It is not the role of the voluntary sector to make good the lack of equipment that is meant to be supplied by the housing provider.
There are a lot of requests at the Drop-Ins for kitchen equipment that is missing.  They do their best, but it is not their role to have to do this.  The problem has escalated in recent months as new asylum seekers are arriving.  It is likely that some of the existing equipment has been taken by someone leaving the accommodation, although there are examples of what has been provided being just worn out.  Whichever, it is not the responsibility of the new service user to have to try to purchase new equipment, and not reasonable for the Drop-Ins to have to try to source it either.
There appears to be no inventory check when a person leaves or when a new person arrives, and surely there should be.  Also it would help if a new arrival knew what could be expected, for instance 2 girls did not know they were entitled to 2 pillows each.
Expectations could be managed better if people were told more what they could have.  For instance vacuum cleaners are always asked for, but not on the list of what has to be supplied, nor are microwaves and toasters.  But irons are, and people do not know they should be there.

The statement of requirements needs to be more specific, as essential items, such as a chopping board are not listed and sometimes not provided.

The contract specifies “duvet” but the ones provided to new arrivals in winter are thin (they have no label but about 4.5 tog).  Scores of service users are complaining of being very cold at night and sleeping with coats and hats on.  When the problem came to light a public appeal was put out for duvets and blankets, and people are horrified that a publicly funded contract is leaving people cold.  The Drop-Ins are doing sterling work in managing the distribution of what is donated, on top of all their other difficult work as volunteers.

The 2 pillows provided have been seen to fit easily into 1 pillow case – again there is no standard specified. 

The standard of kitchen equipment is very low, with plastic plates, cheap thin pans, and in some cases very little equipment.

“I have no iron, ironing board, sieve or chopping board”  The iron and ironing board are in the list that should be provided in the “Statement of Requirements”, and although a chopping board is not listed,  “cookware and utensils” are all that is listed in “Statement of Requirements”, at least one is essential in food preparation.

A man recently arrived here said “We are given plastic plates, they are useless, they absorb oil and colour and are not nice to eat off.  The cutlery is weak too. There are cooking knives but they do not work, not sharp.  I cook for myself but the pans are awful, they are very thin and everything sticks to them.  It is bad to have to spend the £37 we have when we get here on pots and pans to be able to live”

“There are some pot plates but the others in the house are plastic, I don’t know why there are only some pot ones.  The pans are difficult to use as they are very thin”
“My bed is really uncomfortable and causing my bad back to be even worse, but I have not reported it as there is no point, nobody listens”.

“The washing machine has been broken for 2 months and is still not working, though complained to Jomast.  There is no vacuum cleaner and Jomast told me to buy one myself.  There is no microwave and no shelf in the oven.  I didn’t know to report to G4S”

“I need a cupboard to put my outdoor things in, but there is no space in my room for one, and there isn’t one anywhere”
 “I cannot understand why we have no vacuum cleaner, how do we clean the carpet”.  It turned out this person did not have any sort of sweeping brush in the house either, and did not know he was entitled to a dustpan and brush under the contract.  

A man with chest problems said that brushing the carpet was very bad for his chest, with the dust created, and made him cough a lot.
“I have been given a double bed, but all the sheets for it are fitted ones for a single bed, which makes it difficult to cover the mattress” (said by 2 different people).
From a man taken into a house others were already in “The drawer was filthy and although I tried hard to scrub it clean it is still dirty, also the table, bath and toilet are still dirty and stained even though I have tried hard to scrub and clean them”. He had photos of all of these. 
One man complained of bed bugs, and although the bites had subsided, they looked bad.

“The drawers under the wardrobe are broken and cannot be used at all”
REPAIRS NEEDED
Whatever the contract says, service users are not kept informed of the progress on their reported repairs, and not informed about reasons for delays, or given a timescale.

There needs to be greater clarity as to what the timescales are, with more examples, so service users know what to expect.  This document should be published widely.

We are unclear if there is any follow up of satisfaction that the work requested has actually been done when passed from G4S back to Jomast.
There were a lot of complaints about washing machines not working.

“The washing machine has not worked for 2 months now.”  They were told by Jomast that there was nobody to fix it, and to ask another flat if they could use theirs.    They have been doing this, but that flat has got fed up of having to do 3 other people’s washing for them, and is not answering the door to them.  So all washing is having to be done by hand.  They are in a top floor flat with no outside area.  There is no laundrette within walking distance.  These people are not happy about their details being given to G4S though.  I am contacting someone else in that group of flats to see if they will report it.  (Later found this person had tried to ring G4S but not got through on the phone, we have reported to G4S by e-mail for them)

“I reported my radiator not working to Jomast, and they came and did something but nothing worked”

“I asked for another mattress as it was dirty and stained from the previous person, but the replacement was dirty and had blood stains on it”  ( this happened to 2 people).

“The sofa is damaged, but there is no point in reporting to anyone as they don’t take any notice”.

“We have a problem in our house as one day there was a fire alarm, and after that our alarm kept making a noise.  Nobody did anything.  Someone in the house made it stop by cutting the wire in the end, and now it bleeps all the time.  Now I know the right number [the person interviewed was given the sheet with G4S numbers on it] I will report to G4S”

“The carpets in our house are very dirty and stained, and the shower head needs cleaning, but nothing gets done”. (Note – there are a lot of complaints about dirty carpets, not all quoted.  People would usually be prepared to clean themselves if they had a vacuum cleaner and use of a carpet shampooer if available)
"The bed sheets and mattress are very old and uncomfortable and I need to get them changed.  Also the heater is not working in my room.  I have reported to Jomast but nothing is happening” (this has now been sent to G4S)

“I complained about my mattress as it was dirty, but they replaced it with another dirty one” (photo seen of this)

“When they came to mend the drawers I asked the man about my heating, as nothing had happened about the radiator working again, and he just said I had to report it again”.

“When I wake up my body really hurts as the bed springs are out” There were a number of complaints about beds that were now very uncomfortable and making back problems worse.

“Everything is very slow, we have been asked to report our shower, and have done several times, but nothing happens”.

INDUCTION

Nearly all seem to have been given a sheet of paper with the contact details of G4S on, but all the new arrivals spoken to have been told to be sure to contact Jomast and not G4S.

People do not know that if they ring the line to G4S and give their language, they will be put through to an interpreter.  Not knowing this puts off people with poor language skills, they find it easier to talk to someone from Jomast on the spot, even if they do not get results.

The new arrivals appear to have had no more induction to the area than a drive round in the van with places being pointed out to them, so difficult to find when on foot.  Nobody had been told where the post office was (it is in the middle of a shopping centre at the back of a shop)

People were not informed of the Drop-Ins.  They only find out from other asylum seekers that they happen to meet.
HEATING
The heating repairs are bad, and probably not helped by the boilers etc. not being of a good standard, so breaking down frequently.

The timescales for repair are not clear, nor are the times that are set for heating to come on, and the temperature of the thermostat.  

Help is not sourced for those left without heat that are vulnerable.
A lot of complaints from people about being very cold, particularly the new arrivals.  It appears that the heating only comes on for a very short time in some of the accommodation, and in this weather it leaves the rooms very cold.  Jomast says that the short time is long enough.  However when some of the newcomers have visited people who have been here for longer they find their places warmer as the established residents know how to override the heating controls (and have been told how to by Jomast in the past).

 “Very cold.  Told Jomast, but the heating is only on for 2 hours.”   They have only arrived in the UK recently and in Stockton for a month or so.  
“It is so cold at night, the house is cold and the heating off at night.  I have only one blanket which is not a warm one.  Every night I sleep with my jacket and a hat on” -  this was said by many people who were asking me to find blankets for them.  One man said his blanket was small and not long enough to cover him.  He had to put over his feet, then shoulders, in turn.

One person that reported to Jomast that the house was cold, and they gave them an electric heater.

In one case a disabled woman had been without any heat for over a month, despite repeatedly reporting to Jomast.  A local scheme by the Fire Service needed to be contacted by us to provide an emergency heater and blanket.

SHARED HOUSE
A lot of problems around cleaning and food storage, this is not helped by not having common culture, faith or language.

There appears to be no mediation at all, to help to sort out disputes, and this is needed.

Just one person of a different faith or nationality in a house shared with a number of others is very isolating and difficult for them. 
 “One girl is very dirty, does not clean the bath, wash basin or toilet after using.  She shouts loud and has boys in.”  There was no common language in the house to talk about this to the girl.
“It is very difficult as other people cook with other strong smells that we do not like in my country, and other people do not like the smells of my cooking.  Also I have a problem with sweating too much, and other people like the heating on more than I do, so it makes me worse “

“The other people are dirty and just leave their dirty clothes on the bathroom floor.  They wash in the shower with bits of cloth that they then throw on the floor.  Also the Muslims (I am a Christian) are wanting to wash their legs in the sink when I am washing up pots.  That is not how we should be doing things”.
“There are lots of arguments about cleaning, one girl is very stubborn and will not help.  Also it is only a small fridge and there is not enough room for 4 separate people to store their food in there.”

“I do my own cooking, and there is not enough room in the fridge for 4 men to be able to store the ingredients for my cooking”. (a lot of other complaints that a small fridge was not big enough for 5 or 8 different people)
“In my house there are 7 Muslim men and I am a Christian.  It makes it very difficult for me being different all the time, I cannot share anything with them, and there is nowhere for me to be on my own as I have to share a room”

“The shower room is not clean, the others never clean anything, so I have my shower at the gym I can go to, where it is clean”

“The toilet is always left dirty by the others, so I have to use Dettol on the seat every time I have to use it.  It is not good to have to do that and I worry about the germs”

“The toilet is inside the shower room, and that is not enough for 5 ladies needing to use it”.

“The kitchen equipment is not enough for all of the residents of the house.  We complained about some of the issues in the kitchen to Jomast but they told us it is not their business”.
“I am sharing the room with another girl in a house with 10 girls in it.  There are problems with some of the other girls sharing rooms, so some of them sleep in the living room, so the rest of us cannot use it.  Some girls make me scared.  10 are too many to have in a house together.”
DESTITUTION
More time, at least 50 days, is needed for those given leave to remain to be able to find housing, and essential items to be able to live in it, as well as find work or claim benefits. 
Support must continue for those who are not allowed to work or have no recourse to public funds.
A number of the people at the Drop-Ins that were talked to are destitute with nowhere of their own to live.  They rely on the charity and good will of others, there is no option at all for them.  They are not allowed to work, they are afraid to return to the country they came from and are finding evidence for fresh claims for appeals.

A number of people talked about the problems they have of being destitute as their claims for asylum have not been believed.  They are so worried and scared about being killed if returned to their original country, they are living in awful circumstances.

One person said there were a lot of people who came to stay at his house as they had got their papers and had not been able to find anywhere to live yet, as the supposed 28 days (they appear not to have had that long)  have not been enough.  A 50 day move-on period is essential to avoid homelessness and destitution for people newly granted status.
Several people received leave to remain but were having a lot of difficulty in finding sufficient essential items to be able to live, as housing benefits rarely cover the rent for fully furnished accommodation.  “I am lucky I have been given a flat but I have not one thing to put in it to cook with or sleep on, so I am worried I cannot take the flat”.

HOSTEL

There are 7 women and their babies / toddlers in each of the 5 suites.  Each has their own small room, and there are shared kitchen and bathroom facilities.  Washing machines are for the whole hostel.
There was a lot of unhappiness in the hostel, and it was understandable why so many pregnant women are not wanting to go there.  Also they are worried about the expense of having to buy so much kitchen equipment themselves
Problems raised include :

The suites are very noisy.  The walls are thin so crying babies or toddlers in the corridors create a lot of noise, very disturbing for those trying get their children to sleep or sleep themselves.

“The heating does not work sometimes and it takes 3 days for to be repaired, not good for when there are babies there.”
The kitchens are not cleaned properly. It appears there are rotas set up by the women themselves in some kitchens, and whilst some women do clean, there are some that don’t, and nobody manages the system.  One woman said that the only cleaning fluid they are given for the kitchen has a lot of bleach in which gives off fumes “this is bad for me and my baby, but Jomast said it is all they have”.
Missing equipment reported to us that has had to be bought by the women themselves includes pans, knives, chopping boards, blenders for baby’s food.

The only equipment supplied to a new service user is a plastic plate, a cup, a glass, and knife, fork and spoon.

The bathrooms are similarly dirty.  “The shower and toilet are in the same room so a bathroom can be out of action for some time.  One of the toilets has a seat that keeps coming loose.  The shower connection keeps coming loose”.  They had been given toilet cleaner by Jomast, but they thought that was for cleaning everything in the bathroom such as toilet seat, floor, bath, washbasin.  One of the “bathrooms” is too small for the toddler to be in there with them, and there is nowhere to leave the child on its own.
The large roll of toilet paper is dirty on the edges, probably because it is not fixed to the wall and so it has to be left on other surfaces.

There are just 3 washing machines for the 35 women and their children.  They can only be used between 8 am and 5 pm, and at weekends between 9 and 11.  It is difficult to carry the washing down to where the machines are, carrying the child too, and then often have to take back up again if the machines are all in use.  When a machine breaks down it is worse.  Also families from the adjoining hostel use it so that is around 50 adults and their children.
There is no TV, so nothing at all to do when the children are asleep in the evening.

One woman said, “I am asylum so know I can’t have much” her expectations were low and thought she had to buy all her own kitchen equipment, she did not know it was supposed to be provided as part of the contract. “I made sure my baby had the food, but I had little so I could buy things to cook with”.
FAMILY ACCOMMODATION

Many families are housed in flats above shops and pubs in Stockton High Street or the yards just off it.  
The flats are unsuitable for families in many ways, and other accommodation is available.

This means that prams and pushchairs have to be taken up at least one and sometimes two flights of stairs.  There is not usually room for storing them at ground floor level.  However single people are housed in houses in residential areas that are much better suited to families.

There is nowhere at all outside for children to play, or indeed do anything outside.  When they come home from school or nursery (if they are eligible to attend nursery) they are generally restricted to being inside, and it is quite a long walk to a park or play area.  Nor can washing be outside at all.  

Flats above pubs cause problems as it can be very noisy at night, making it difficult for children to get to sleep.

Some of the flats open onto narrow alleyways between yards, and it can be quite frightening for women to go out of the front door after dusk.

In a whole set of flats the kitchen is an area off the living area, and there is no way that a safety gate can be fixed to keep a toddler out of the kitchen.  Mothers worry about this a lot, in case a child gets near the cooker whilst in use.  It is very difficult for her to use the toilet with one of more children left in the living area.  
OTHER ISSUES
Room entering without knocking is still an issue, despite promises it would stop over 5 years ago.  “The staff sometimes come without giving us any notice and come into the house while residents are sleeping”

And “We are all women in this house and when the Jomast employee comes in he opens the doors without knocking or telling us that he is coming”.
There are 3 examples of locks not being changed when people have moved out.

There was a problem single person in a group of flats where families with young children were also living.  When that person was eventually moved out, he still had the key to both the front door and to his flat, so was returning at night, with other men, and causing a lot of noise and worry for the remaining families.  Especially as he was removed against his will because of evidence from the families.  It left them fearful and feeling very vulnerable.  Although properly reported, it took weeks for the lock to be changed.

In another group of flats, the key for one flat fitted all of the others in the building.  This caused a lot of worry that people who shouldn’t could enter a flat.  This had been reported for weeks before action was taken.
In a house, former occupants are coming back and causing a nuisance.  They are drinking, smoking and bringing women back.  Also belittling the remaining resident.  He has asked the Jomast rep to change the lock, but nothing has happened after weeks.  We are waiting for the service user to give permission to report the issue to G4S at the time of writing.

A very complicated case has adult (over 18 years old) children, and they are no longer allowed to live with the parents and are destitute.  The parents are wanting them to be able to all live together as they did before the children turned 18.  The mother said “they are just putting pressure on us all to make us say we will leave”.

A disabled lady, confined to a wheelchair is in a 3 bed house with her 8 year old son.  She has to sleep in the sitting room as she cannot get up the stairs, and the boy is in a room upstairs but she cannot get up there at all if he needs her.  She has been told by Jomast that the boy should just sleep downstairs with her, but she does not think that is right.  There is not enough room for her to be able to move round the room in her wheelchair without someone to push her, but if it were a bit different she could manage much better on her own.  Another bed downstairs would make it worse.

A case with one couple in a shared house, where the wife has just had a serious abdominal operation at the local hospital and the consultant there has written to say that they should not be in a shared house, but in accommodation on their own to cut down on risk of infection, and also she needs to use the toilet very frequently and urgently, not possible when people from the other room are in the shower or using the toilet themselves.  The Home Office have approved the move, and we were shown a photo of the letter sent 10 days ago, but they are waiting for G4S to agree it now.  The couple say there is an empty one-bedroomed flat in the same house that they could move into quickly and easily.  Also they could make sure it was very clean before moving in to ensure there is not further risk of infection.  Every day they are waiting they are worried about infection.  They need to remain in the town to be able to access the medical facilities for follow ups from the operation, as well as support from the Church and friends they have made.  This has been taken up with G4S. (since writing this the couple were given one day’s notice to be moved to Huddersfield.  Intervention by the MP has put a hold on this, but the outcome is not known)
Someone who has had status since 2013 still has not had his BRP (British Residence Permit) so cannot work even though he very much wants to.  He has no access to public funds, so is destitute, and extremely stressed.

“Contracts are not written well, and officials do not care.  I have a different one from my room mate, and they don’t have correct specifications.  When I told someone about it, the scoffer said to sort it by myself”.
Finally a quote from a volunteer at a Drop-In “The Home Office would save a fortune if they behaved in a humanitarian way to asylum seekers.  How they have to live, especially given the situations they have been through, means that they have to have psychotherapy, counselling and medication, which all cost money”.
Contact :

Suzanne Fletcher, Tees Valley of Sanctuary Housing Stream Co-ordinator. Fletcher.suzanne005@gmail.com 07843 136 523 
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