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l\',1:EMORANDUM FOR THE GOVERNMENT
28 August, 1998

Interdepartmental Committee

on:Immigration, Asylum and Related Issues
Direct Provision of Support for Asylum Seekers
1.

Decision -sought"
The Minister for Justice, Equality and Law Reform asks the Government to
- decide.in principle that asylum seekers are to have their basfo·needs met through
direct provision.
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- continue the Interdepartmental.Committee in beib.g, expanded to incl'ucl~ ·the relevant
expertise, to work out the precise means of cUrect welfare provisi.on for ~lum
se.ekers.

- note that the Minister will put proposals to the Governm¢nt at the encl of-September
regarclfug which Govemment Depa.rtm,ent should take overall r~ponsibilify for
direct provision.

- approve the draft annotin.c.ement on these matters at Appendix 1.

2.

Background

The Government decided to reconvene the Interdepartmei:ital Committee on
Immigrati'.on, Asyh.un and Related Issues on 23 June to examine; amongst other
things, the qtiestion of direct provision. The Committee made an interim report on 20
July and the Govenunentdecided. that it should report again before the end of
September. The Group has met on 5 occa$ions since then on 31 July, 10 August, 14
August, 20 August and 27 Augu~t and has produced a document outlining the issues
surrounding the question of direct provision for asylllm seekers (attached at Appendix
2).

3.
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4.

Direct Provision

Direct provision involves elimination of living expenses by estimating the everyday
goods and services required by the individual, and supplying theII1 directly. As such
direct p:rovjsion can incorporate a broad range of approaches, one of which is to
provide for needs in a communal setting. It does not necessarily imply, nor would the
Minster favour, the creation oflarge scale reception centres, but could involve a
: ·mixed,approach with a high level of private sector/non-govemmetanl organisation

involvement.
5.

·

·

'

·

Rationale for Direct Provision

There are good grounds for believing that the nature of welfare provision in Ireland is
acting as a 11 pull ii factor, irrespective of developments in the-UK. There is also
already cle~ evidence that a high proportion of asylum seekers arrive here from the
U.K. However, the prospect that the UK is to move towardl! non-cash support could,
in the context of the Com:mon Travel Area, have very significant displacements

effects for Ireland. Un:der such circumstances, persons whose principal motivation is
economic and who might otherw:ise have applied for asylum in the UK_are likely to be
attracted to Irelapd1s continuing cash based approach. If even a small proportion of
those applyin~ to the UK (41 1500 persons in 1997) applied instead in Ireland (3,885
applications in 1997), the impact would have major exchequer cost consequences and
could completely overwhelm existing processing resources, It is therefore important
to. ensure that there.is consistency in the general means of welfare provision for
asylum seekers within the Common Travel Area between the UK and this jurisdiction.
The proposal should, be seen as complementary to the other initiatives u,nderway in
relation to asylum and immigration policy, including the allocation ofadditional
resources to significantly redu·ce proce·ssing times and the overhaul of the immigration'
·
·
legislation on which work has commenced.

6.

Legaland Constitutional Issues
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7.

Operational Considerations

While there wotild be ho major legal impediment to extending direct provision
arrangements to asylum applicap.ts already in the jurisdiction, it was felt unwise to
move in this direction on pragmatic grounds - the logistics of housing and fee~ing
6,000 people immediately would be considerable (and the rieeds of these people are of
course already being met adequately). Accordingly, the directprovision approe,ch
would be applicable to those making an application on or after the date of the
Goverpment announcement.
8.

Implementation & Management of Direct Welfare Provision for Asylum Seekers

Government agreement is being sought for the Committee to continue its work in
examining the detail of specific proposals, expanded to include such expertise as is
felt necessary ( it migllt, for example, be advisable to include the Departments of
Heal~ and Children and Defence in the Committe.e's membership). The attached

paper contains analysis of some of the direct welfare provision options available, as
well as outlining some of the candidates for management of such a scheme.
The Minister believes that the Departments and agencies with cu11ent funding in the
area of welfare provision should continue to bear the financial costs involved from
their resources and that they should provide a substantial management input into the
work of the cross departmental steering group to manage direct provision
arrangements. The Minister's Department would be willing to play a very active role
on such a group.
In this regard the Government is asked to note that the Minister will report by the end
of September with recommendations regarding who should take responsibility for
direct provision.

9.

Cost Implications

The paper discusses the question of the cost of a direct provision ( section VIl )
scheme but the Committee was reluctant at this early stage to estimate the cost per
person under direct provision. It is acknowledged that the unit cost of provision is
unlikely to be lower than under current arrangements and might indeed be higher.
The most important cost issues arising, however, relate to the probable costs arising
from disproportionate increases in applications due to a change in UK arrangements.
The ci.,.rrent cost of asylum seeker maintenance is £60m, for in the region of 6,000
persons. If 10% of annual applications in the UK were diverted to Ireland as a result
of the change in that State's welfare arrangements, the annual additional cost for the
Irish exchequer could be £40 m.
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10.

11.

12.
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Appendix 2
Direct Provision of Support to Asylum Seekers:
Proposals for Implementation
L

Background

The volume of people entering the country to seek asylum has increased markedly in recent
years, and continues to increase with approximately 100 new applications made per week.
The current high level of asylum applications is beyond what would be regarded as normal,
having regard to this country's geographical situation and direct travel routes, and to the lack
of new displacement factors (civil wars, political upheavals etc.) that would account for the
trend ( a comparative analysis of recent application statistics is at Attachment A). It is
apparent that there are strong "pull factors" that attract asylum seekers to Ireland, including
the relatively generous and unconditional nature of the social welfare system and, hitherto,
the lengthy periods of time associated with the processing of asylum applications. Other
factors such as the broad social and cultural environment may also have contributed to
Ireland's attractiveness as a location. It appears that many of the asylum applicants arriving
in this country have been in other EU countries for some time before coming to Ireland. It is
now accepted at EU level that if a Member State's support system is significantly out of line
with that of its neighbours, it will attract a higher number of asylum seekers: in contacts with
other authorities, the point has been made repeatedly that the cash-based nature of our current
arrangements is a major attraction.
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A tightening up in asylum procedures elsewhere in the EU would also contribute to the
increased attractiveness of making an asylum claim in Ireland, insofar as economic migration
decisions were concerned. The announcement by the UK Home Secretary o:i:i 27 July last of
his Government's proposals to move towards non-cash supports for asylum-seekers could,
therefore, have significant implications for the volume of new asylum applications in heland,
particularly in view of the Common Travel Area in operation between the UK and Irish
jurisdictions. It is believed that the last significant change to UK benefit arrangements in
1996 contributed to the increasing number of asylum claims lodged in heland since that
time. This most recent development makes it important and urgent that practicable proposals
for non-cash provision of support to asylum-seekers, consistent with those proposed for the
U.K. be considered with a view to achieving cost containment, particularly over the medium
to longer term, and in terms of the impact on the numbers of future arrivals.

II.

Purpose of this paper

This paper sets out the principal considerations that would underlie this approach, and puts
forward a number of specific proposals. It should be emphasised that any initiatives in this
area would have to be implemented as part of an overall coherent strategy for handling
asylum cases, and would be complementary to both (a) the speedier processing regime,
including appropriate follow-up arrangements in respect of failed applications, and (b) the
programme of legislative reforms in the immigration and citizenship area which is currently
underway.
An attempt has been made to synthesise the views of the relevant Departments on direct
provision and to flag the key areas of agreement and disagreement.

It is generally agreed that it should be possible in principle to introduce direct provision
without contravening international or other legal obligations, particularly if such a move was
in harmony with developments elsewhere in the Common Travel Area. There is a very real
risk that a difference in the means of welfare provision within the CTA would result in
persons whose principal interest is economic and who might otherwise have applied in the
UK deciding to apply in Ireland instead.

It is the case however that difficulties are as likely to arise from the detail of proposals or the
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manner of their implementation as much as from the principle of direct provision in itself.
There is therefore a reluctance on the part of some Departments to approve specific proposals
in the absence of greater details. Furthermore, in view of the significance·of developments in
the U.K. to the legal justification for introducing direct provision, it is the view of some
Departments that specific initiatives should not be approved until such time as the detail of
the U.K. arrangements are announced.
While it is agreed that the. operational implementation of direct provision arrangements would
be complicated and would require significant administrative effort there are, understandably,
no volunteers for the task. The various candidate Departments are identified in the text.

Ill

General Principles of Approach

Ireland has a clear responsibility to provide internationally acceptable standards of
humanitarian care for those whose asylum claims are pending, and there is a moral onus to
provide adequately for the broader social needs of asylum-seekers and their dependants to the
greatest extent practicable. A significant number of other countries provide ( or are moving
to provide) support for asylum seekers separately from their mainstream welfare system. In
Ireland, in the absence of any specific arrangements designed to cater for asylum applicants,
and reflecting the terms of our social welfare code their needs are addressed primarily
through the Supplementary Welfare Allowance (SWA) system which provides a basic weekly
payment, together with access to SWA Rent Supplementation, Urgent Needs Payments and
Exceptional Needs Payments. The local authorities are also responsible for

providing/funding emergency accommodation until such time as asylum seekers get rent
supplements towards the cost of private rented accommodation.
Against the background of the perception that the nature of this approach to asylum seekers
is more attractive than in other EU States, and in the light of the proposed introduction of
direct provision for asylum seekers in the U.K., the question arises whether these
arrangements are appropriate as a means of catering adequately for the needs of asylum
applicants (including, where necessary, the needs of their families) whose claims are pending;
or whether alternative fonns of support based on direct provision are more appropriate.

In considering this question, regard must be had to a number of operational principles:(a)

The approach to dealing with asylum seekers must be compatible with legal and
constitutional requirements, and must be sufficiently robust to withstand challenges
on these grounds.

(b)

A primary consideration must be that any system of delivering support to
asylum-seekers must be effective in meeting their humanitarian needs, and should
address their broader social needs to the greatest extent practicable.

(c)

The approach adopted must be cost-effective, that is, must deliver the required level
of support while minimising the cost to the ~xchequer as far as possible.

(d)

A related point is that the form of support chosen should be administrativelv efficient
and sufficiently flexible to cope with evolving situations.

(e)

Any incentive effects associated with the particular form of support must be
considered carefully - ideally, persons genuinely in need of protection should face no
disincentive to making an asylum claim in Ireland, whereas those motivated solely or
mainly by economic factors should have no strong incentive to journey to Ireland to
make their claim.

(f)

Related to the previous point, cognisance should be taken of international practice in
providing support for asylum-seekers, with particular regard to practice in our near
neighbours in the EU. As a general rule, arrangements in place in Ireland should not
be so lenient or generous, relative to_ our neighbours, as to constitute a strong
economic incentive.

(g)

There is a need to avoid measures that would contribute to marginalisation or
exacerbate social/racial tensions.
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IV.

Direct versus Indirect Provision - General Considerations

Indirect provision involves payment of a cash sum to an individual, to enable them to meet
their normal living expenses. Direct provision involves elimination of living expenses to the
extent possible, by estimating the everyday goods and services required by the individual, and
supplying them directly. Forms of direct provision range from providing support in a
communal/ institutional environment to voucher-based provision, or to combinations thereof.
The advantages and disadvantages of the direct provision approach, relative to indirect
provision, are as set out below.

Advantages

(a)

(b)

(c)

(d)
(e)
(f)

(g)

An effective direct prov1S1on system would be the most convenient and
straightforward way, from the beneficiary's perspective, of ensuring that the full range
of humanitarian needs are met (i.e. it would be more convenient to have one's needs
provided comprehensively and directly at one centre rather than having to arrange
them yourself, particularly in a foreign country where language and cultural
difficulties might be experienced), although some individuals might dislike the lack of
flexibility this entails.
The cashless, non-discretionary nature of comprehensive direct provision would
minimise any incentive effects that could reasonably be assumed to influence
economic migration decisions.
The supervision of asylum seekers, in regard both to their general welfare and to the
ongoing status of their asylum application, could be facilitated by direct provision of
support.
There could be administrative and communication improvements for the authorities in
processing the asylwn application as speedily as possible.
Direct provision may be less susceptible to social welfare fraud (e.g. double-claiming)
than indirect provision.
Direct support could be more cost-effective, insofar as it could be provided at a level
that met the humanitarian obligations to asylum seekers, rather than the much broader
range of social inclusion and other needs provided under the mainstream social
welfare system.
Removing cash from the means of provision would reduce the potential for trafficking
by eliminating one of the sources through which traffickers recoup their charges.
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Disadvantages
(a)
(b)

Initially at least, additional administrative resources would be needed to design and
implement a new direct system.
Direct provision of accommodation could be difficult without an initial capital outlay.
Ongoing running costs (staffing, security etc.) would also be involved and would

(c)

(d)
(e)

(f)

(g)

necessitate specialist skills such as language capacity, expertise in cultural, ethnic or
religious requirements.
If proper standards of support apd supervision are ·to be provided, any savings from
introducing direct provision, are likely to be small unless significant economies of
scale could be realised. Indeed, it is probable that the additional administrative costs
of the direct provisiop approach would outweigh any savings, assuming no change in
the overall number-/ rate of increase of asylum seekers.
Cash provision enables beneficiaries to decide for themselves on their own needs and
priorities; direct pi'ovis1on is more inefficient in this regard.
If perceived to be less generous than mainstream social welfare support, direct
provisioJ;J. might be represented as a second-class social welfare ~ervice fof !lSY1-up
applicants. Direct provision might also, therefore, be open to legal cballeng·e as 'a
form of invidious discrimination.
Unless the direct provision of accommodation were appropriately handled, there could
be adverse public and political reaction. The provision of purpose-bu,ilt communal
centres would require planning permission. Centres could become the focus of local
opposition and, possibly, for attacks on asylum seekers, particularly if such centres
were located in areas already suffering from social deprivation.
In taldng r:esponsibility for the accommodation and care of asylum applicants, the
State would be creating a new source of potential liability claims in the future, with
·
associated. significant cost risl<s.
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In summary: the indirect provision approach has advantages from the point of view of
flexible, efficien_t and high-quality customer service, but has shortcomings in terms of the
related incentive effects, control issues and overall cost. The direct provision approach has
the advantages of demonstrably meeting humanitarian needs to an acceptable standard, while
but this approach could requu:e significant
curtailing possible incentive effects;
administrative and financial resources, initially at least.

Administrative Consideration·s in

the Design of a Direct PrQvision System

Apart from ge~eral issues of principle, regard must be had to a number of administrative,
legal and practical considerations that would u,nderlie a direct provision system.

1.

Legal I_ Con$tit~(ional Issues

2.

Extent of Direct Coverage A comprehensive direct provision approach would cover

all h1.U11an:itarian needs - accommodation, m.1,tritio~ clothing, basic healthcare. Other
necessary supports could be .accessed in the normal way: education for children, community
engagement. A more limited version of direct provision would supply food and clothing
(whether directly or by means of vouchers), terit supplementation paid direct to a landlord,
and possibly a small cash allowance to allow the individual to assess and meet other everyday
needs.

3.
Accommodation Provision
In considering how to provide accommodation for asylum seekers, regard must be had to the
need for forms of accommodation that ~e appropriate to different f~ily circumstances and
to ethnic, cultural and religious differences, as weli as to the desirabi)ity of distributing the
accommodation provision to urban centres throughout the country. It should also be borne in
mind that D/JELR1s clear objective is to reduce processing times from years to months; one
result of this approach, which is being implemented at present and facilitated with
considerable extra resources, is that accommodation requirements are likely to be short-term
rather than long-term in nature.
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Approaches to-accommodation provjsion,rang~ as follows:
(i) providing/ funding emerg·ency ( generally bed and breakfast) accoinmodatio.n;
(ii) payment of rent supplements towards the cost of private rented accommodation
(iii) providing acc<;m1modation directly on a communal/ institutional basis (whether in new
premises or in existing buildings such as vacated army barracks, hospitals etc.); and
(iv) providing emergency-type shelter on, for example, army premises or other suitable sites.
Option (iv) would seem a last resort, to which the authorities would have recourse only if
faced with a sizeable influx of asylum applicants who could not be accommodated in any
other way. Options (i) and (ii) reflect the current practice which, while administratively
straight(orward, may not be the most cost-effective approach in the cqrrent housing climate,
and saturation point seems to be ahnost reached at this stage. Option (iii) would have
administrative attractions ifthe initial resource implications could be a<;ldr:essed.

..

;~

It could be argued that constructing new accommodation for ~sylum applicants would not be
cost-effective, as "it would ~ount to taking ·a long-term approaqh to a problem that is
anticipated to be short-term in nature. On the other hand, there is no guarantee that the
problem can be resolved in the short term: the experience to date is certainly not encouraging
in this regatci. In addition, communal accommodation. would be readily adaptable to other
social service purposes (such as SWA-subsidised or emergency accommodation.), for which
there is an ongoing demaml, ~s such accommodation becclille available. finally, however, it
should also. be borne hi mind that localised, institutional arrangements for acconimodating
asylum seekers might be expected to give rise to local opposition unless handled sensitively.

It should be borne in mind when considering the need and the cost of providing new
accommodation that the number of asylum seekers, in both emergency and private rented
accommodation, is putting considerable pressure on such accommodation, particularly in the
Dublin inner city area, where asylum seekers are largely concentrated. This is adversely
affecting the availability of both emergency and private rented accommodation for
indigenous people, both homeless and other wise and is considered to be a factor in the
escalation of rents.

4.

lvlanagement ofDirect Accommodation Provision

With regard to a possible communal/ institutional approach to direct provision, the issue of
management and responsibility falls to be considered. The first option is for the responsible
Department/Agency to identify existing buildings (such as army barracks, hospitals, disused
holiday accommodation etc.) that could be adapted to the purpose at hand. A fall-back or
complementary approach is to develop new accommodation, most likely by contracting a
private operator to build and/or manage an accommodation centre. Whatever approach is
adopted, the question of accountability would need to be determined in advance.
Responsibility for overseeing the direct accommodation arrangements could lie with any of
the Department of Justice, Equality and Law Reform (responsible for the processing of
asylum applications, and arguably for providing humanitarian care for applicants while their
right to stay in Ireland is being determined); Department of the Environment and Local
Government (since local authorities play a role in providing emergency-type accommodation
to asylum-seekers and other groups); the Department of Social, Community and Family
Affairs (since provision of support to asylum applicants could be viewed as a social welfare
issue) and Department of Defence ( as an agency with both premises and experience of direct
provision).
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5.

Provision a/Services in a Communal Environment

In addition to the provision of accommodation in itself, direct provision in a communal
environment might involve provision in kind of such services as food and clothing, although
some miscellaneous personal items could be funded via small 'pocket money' payments.
Arrangements for the provision of food would have to meet nutritional standards and have
regard to a reasonable extent to legitimate cultural/ethnic needs and tastes. Similarly the
quality and acceptability of the clothing offered would have to meet certain standards,
although if processing is reduced towards 6 months provision of clothing should not present
the same burden as food might. In administrative terms the provision of these services would
be complex and would require specialist skills such as language capacity and expertise in the
area of ethnic, cultural and religious preferences. Arrangements would also have to be made
for food procurement, storage and preparation all of which would be staff-intensive. Having
regard to the State's prior experience of the cost and complexity of direct provision in such
areas as the health services, the army and the prisons, one approach might to minimise direct
State involvement. Contracts could be negotiated with private sector organisations including
voluntary non-governmental agencies to provide a specified standard of service on a cost per

'person week' basis. These organisations could benefit from a more flexible approach,
adapting to their location and particular client needs.
However, even this minimalist
approach would be complicated and would and the State would require specialist advice and
monitoring of the adequacy of provision.

6.

Timescale for Implementation

Given the increasing pressure on the accommodation side in particular, it would be
appropriate to decide upon and to implement any new arrangements as early as possible. If it
were decided to implement a direct provision system, arrangements should be put in place
immediately. The timescale between deciding upon the adaptation/ construction of an
accommodation centre and its implementation (having regard to time needed· to identify a
site; submit a planning application; and design and build a centre) would be of the order of
eighteen months to twenty-four months. The Department of Finance is of the view that his
period could be shortened considerably (by six months to a year) if pre-fabricated options
were acceptable The availability of existing buildings/centres that could be readily adapted
for accommodating asylum seekers, could also shorten the timescale to within a year. On the
basis of its experience in this field, the D/Environment and Local Government is of the view
that this timescale appears optimistic and that local communities would be likely to object to
accommodation centres for asylum seekers being provided in their areas. This could be
pursued even to judicial review. The Committee considered the potential for use of the
planning 'security exemption' and concluded that it would not be possible to invoke it in these
circumstances.
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7.
To Whom Would Direct Provision Apply?
If it were decided to implement a direct provision system, to which categories of person
would the new system apply? The most logical option would be to transfer all asylum
applicants from their current arrangements to the direct provision system. Given the numbers
of existing applicants, and given the length of time many such people have been resident in
Ireland, it might be more practicable and more humane to bring only more recent applicants
within the scope of the new arrangements. Applying direct provision to long-standing
asylum seekers would be open to the criticism that it would involve relocation and disruption
of family life. The Attorney General's Office has advised that it is unlikely that a general
legitimate expectation exists in relation to all welfare recipients that the system will not
change and has noted that an element of retrospection is probably already allowed under the
Social Welfare Acts. Nonetheless, it is not clear that the same rational legislative aim applies
to those who have already arrived as those who are already on the move. The minimalist
option is to leave all existing asylum applicants in their current arrangements, and apply the
direct provision system only to new applicants. While his last option could lead to the
perception that the direct provision system was in some way inferior or inadequate, the
preferred approach of the Committee is that direct provision should principally apply to new
arrivals.

8.
Processing Time
The Department of Justice, Equality and Law Reform is of the view that, subject to successful
recruitment of the additional resources approved by Government it should be possible to
substantially reduce the processing time for most asylum applications. Based on the current
level of applications the processing time for most applications, including appeals, should
reduce towards 6 months from date of application. It is therefore unlikely that individuals
will need to be provided for through direct means for more than this length of time, unless of
course they frustrate processing or seek to extend their stay through judicial review. It is
envisaged by the Department that once a claim has been determined the person will either be
granted status and admitted to the mainstream welfare and integration services or asked to
leave the State.
There is no reason why access to the asylum determination process, including translation and
legal service should in any way be undermined by this particular means of welfare provision.
In fact use of communal facilities might be beneficial in terms of delivery of these services to
applicants. Communal provision would also have some benefits in terms of management of
the caseload, particularly if it had the effect of restricting movement ( the present transitory
nature of many applicants presents difficulties in arranging interviews etc. ) but regard should
be bad for the view of the Garda representative on the Committee that a large number of
smaller centres would be preferable from a control perspective to a few large ones.

#ExploringDP

9.
International Practice
Administrative arrangements for dealing with asylum applicants are being tightened up across
Europe with a view to minimising incentive effects and to shortening processing times. Of
most relevance to Ireland is the UK situation because of its proximity and also the ease with
which persons can travel within the Common Travel Area, even if not entitled to do so. The
UK authorities have announced that they are moving away from cash provision in favour of
direct provision for asylum applicants. This development will obviously affect, in relative
terms, the attraction of Ireland to some categories of asylum applicant, and calls for an
appropriate response from the Irish authorities as a matter or urgency. As stated earlier, the
principle should be that asylum seekers should seek asylum in the first safe country which
they reach, rather than have an incentive to traverse safe countries for the economic benefits
of making an application in Ireland.

VI.

Direct Provision by way of Vouchers - Specific Considerations

The use of vouchers would carry with it certain of the advantages and disadvantages
associated with direct provision generally. There are also some specific additional points that
fall to be considered in this context.

Advantages
(a)

(b)

(c)
(d)
(e)
(f)
(g)

Vouchers can provide better targeting on specific needs than cash provision. A
"budget standard" of nutrition, clothing, utilities etc. can be determined to ensure that
the needs of beneficiaries are fully catered for.
The specific nature of vouchers means that, in principle at least, they have little or no
value outside of their appropriate context; this inflexibility could frustrate abuse of
the system, including double-claiming and trafficking.
Voucher provision would involve lower levels of legal liability for the State than
direct provision of such services as food and clothing.
It would be easier to express the value of vouchers in cash tenns and therefore to
assert direct equivalence with other welfare arrangements
By allowing an element of choice and flexibility for beneficiaries, vouchers may be
more acceptable to recipients than provision in kind.
Provision of food and clothing through vouchers could be administratively easier than
provision of these benefits directly.
Vouchers offer more flexibility for the State in providing for the needs of particular
minority groups than having to put in place very specialised arrangements in kind.

Disadvantages
(a)

(b)

(c)

(d)
(e)
(f)
(g)
(g)
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Significant additional administration . costs would be involved in production of
vouchers. Security printing services in Ireland currently operate virtually at full
capacity in producing social welfare material. Other administrative costs would arise
from distribution, reimbursement and reconciliation.
Agreements/ contracts would need to be settled with retailers to ensure adequate
acceptability of vouchers. The success of a voucher system would depend greatly on
the goodwill of retailers for whom such a system would involve additional
administrative costs and effort.
The extra administrative resources involved with implementing a new voucher system
would be superfluous if a direct approach to accommodation provision were settled
upon, as such an approach would lend itself to direct supply of food, clothing etc. in
the communal/ institutional environment.
There is the possibility that users of vouchers could be subject to stigmatisation.
In allocation terms, vouchers are inflexible and inefficient relative to cash.
Asylum seekers, particularly those with poor language skills, may be exploited by
shopkeepers when seeking goods in return for vouchers.
Vouchers would be particularly susceptible to forgery and the development of a black
market in vouchers, with associated costs, would seem inevitable.
Asylum seekers who report their vouchers lost or stolen to a Community Welfare
Officer might benefit from either a cash payment or replacement vouchers.

(

In this regard it should be noted that the Department of Social Community and Family
Affairs, which has experience of operating voucher systems, is opposed to their use in this
context.
Other more general administrative considerations in regard to the use of vouchers include the
following:

1.

Scope ofvouchers

What goods and services would be covered by vouchers? What foods, types of clothing,
utilities? How would different ethnic food requirements/ preferences be catered for? These
questions are more easily posed than answered, and a good deal of administrative effort
would be needed to ensure that the balance of goods was appropriate for each family type.
This issue reflects the disadvantage mentioned at (e) above: cash provision allows the family
to determine and meet their own needs, whereas voucher provision requires normative
decision-making at administrative level. One possible solution would be to provide vouchers
for the basic necessities - bread, butter, milk, vegetables etc. - and supplement this voucher
provision with a cash allowance. To the extent that this mixed approach is adopted, the
benefits of the voucher approach (relative to the straightforward cash approach) begin to
diminish.
2.

Value or Product Denominated Vouchers

An alternative approach is to issue vouchers for cash amounts rather than for specific
products or services. The only advantage of this approach over simple cash provision is the
extra opportunity for control. For example; time-limited vouchers, which could only be
redeemed before a certain date, would not have the same attractions as cash, which can be
used to build up savings or transfer resources elsewhere.
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3.

Family Equivalence issues

Voucher provision would have to be based upon a number of assumptions regarding the
relative needs of different family types. There are few clear guidelines on this complex issue
at present.

4.
Responsibility for issuing Vouchers
The question needs to be considered of which Department/ Agency should take the lead in
designing, financing and implementing a voucher-based system. The candidates would be as
set out above in regard to responsibility for direct accommodation provision (although the
Department of Environment and Local Government considers that the provision of vouchers
does not come within the functions or local authorities), with the addition of the Department
of Health and Children, since Health Boards are responsible for providing SWA payments to
asylum seekers at present.

YIL

Evaluation of Costs

The cost of providing SWA to asylum seekers in 1998, including rent supplement is
approximately £40 m. In addition the cost of emergency accommodation is £15 m and other
State expenditure brings total 1998 expenditure including staffing to in the region of £60 rn.
The unit cost of maintaining one asylum seeker (on the basis of 6,000 persons) is therefore
approximately £10,000 per annum.
The rate of growth in applications is difficult to forecast and is likely to be subject to a range
of factors. The UK is forecasting an increase of approximately 17% on its applications in
1998/99.
The number of applicants to the UK in 1997 was 41,500 . If even a small percentage of
applications were diverted from the UK to Ireland as a result of a difference in means of
welfare provision the costs would be significant. Diversion of 10% of applicants would cost
in the region of £40 m.
The Committee was not prepared to estimate at this early stage the cost of various direct
provision options. It is accepted that the unit cost of provision under a non-cash based
approach might be more expensive than through cash provision. The view of the Committee,
however, is that comparisons of cost should refer not to the cost associated with the current
level of applications but with the potential level of applications after a change in UK welfare
arrangements. It is very likely that the cost of additional applications in Ireland would far
outweigh additional unit costs under direct provision. The direct provision approach might
produce net benefits in time if some of those already attracted to Ireland by cash provision
were dissuaded by a direct approach.
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The question of cost obviously requires further detailed consideration by the Committee.

YIIl,_ Summarv and Conclusions

The above analysis illustrates that making the transition to a direct form of humanitarian
provision for asylum applicants must be informed by a broad range of considerations,
including issues of practicality as well as issues of principle. While indirect forms of
provision have attractions in terms of administrative convenience and quality service to
asylum applicants, direct provision would appear to offer a potentially more cost-effective
way of addressing humanitarian needs, while minimising any undue incentive effects. The
question to be decided is where the balance of advantage lies between these two approaches.

Direct or Indirect Provision?
As outlined above, the current level and inflow of asylum applicants is super-normal, having
regard to our geographical position and to the absence of significant new displacement
factors, and developments in the UK have made it imperative that decisions on the form of
support for asylum applicants be taken as a matter of urgency. Whatever the precise
explanation for the increasing volume of asylum applications, there is a strong case for
arguing that the immediate priority must be to process the outstanding asylum applications as
speedily as possible and to contain the cost dimensions of providing necessary humanitarian
care. As pointed out above, a direct provision approach would have attractions from the point
of view of both cost-control and incentive effects. The attractions of indirect provision, in
terms of providing high-quality customer service and ease of administration as part of
mainstream social welfare services, would appear to be outweighed by the priority that must
be accorded to the necessity for cost containment at this time.

Accordingly, the most appropriate response to the current situation seems to be to investigate
the direct provision approaches with a view to early implementation, over a one- to two-year
time period at most. Based on the analysis set out above, it is recommended that a clear
indication should be given of the Government's intention to move to a direct provision
approach for asylum applicants, subject to the detailed proposals being vetted
thoroughly for compliance with international and other legal obligations.

It is agreed that the administrative details (including the specific question of what categories

#ExploringDP

of asylum seeker should come within the scope of the new arrangements) should be subject to
further immediate consideration, taking into account the important legal issues identified.
Voucher-Based or Communal/ Institutional Provision?
Members of the Committee differ on the relative merits of voucher-based and communal/
institutional forms of direct provision. One analysis strongly suggests that the two options
are mutually exclusive: quite separate and novel forms of administrative arrangement are
called for in each case, and the marginal benefits of applying a voucher system while an
institutional system is already in place (or vice versa) appear quite small.

From this perspective, the question to be addressed, therefore is whether voucher based or
institutional ·provision is to be preferred and it is argued that having regard to the factors
detailed above, it appears that the considerable difficulties associated with a voucher-based
approach would outweigh the advantages. Indeed, the most that could be hoped for would be
a mixed cash- and voucher-based system, with accommodation costs treated separately: thus
maximising the overall administrative resources needed and reducing the benefits obtainable.
The institutional provision approach has the potential to provide a holistic form of direct
provision, obviating the need for a separate voucher system (as humanitarian needs such as
food and clothing could be directly supplied) and securing maximum administrative
efficiency.
The Department of Environment and Local Government does not agree that communal direct
provision/ vouchers are mutually exclusive. It is of the view that a mixed approach has

benefits and that there might be a role for vouchers, particularly at early stages in the process,
and that a final decision should not be taken without closer examination of other options in
the light of the precise approach being taken by the UK. It might be possible to have direct
provision of accommodation only ( in hostels, specific premises, etc.) alongside vouchers.
The D/JE&LR is not convinced of the need to move direct!)'. to large purpose built
communal centres and that intermediate options, with a high level of private sector
involvement should be the first option pursued.
The D/FA has expressed concerns regarding the use of vacated anny barracks in terms of
their possible characterisation as 'camps' and their association with detentions centres such as
those on Spike Island and in the Curragh. It has suggested that the role of religious
institu~ons should be explored and that the main churches should be consulted on this issue
and invited to contribute
Accordingly, it is recommended that the communal/ institutional approach to direct
provision be considered further by the Committee. Steps should be taken at an early stage
to evaluate the various options and begin implementation.

Responsibility and Accountability Issues
The question of which Department/ Agency should assume responsibility for the new
arrangements is unlikely to be resolved at Committee level, given the very considerable
additional administrative effort which would be entailed for the agency involved.
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One argument is that direct provision is simply a substitute for mainstream social welfare
provision, and should therefore be administered by D/SCFA. Alternatively, local authorities
might reasonably exercise a role in this regard, consistent with their current role in providing
emergency accommodation for asylum seekers, although on a more structured basis. Neither
Department accepts that it should take on this additional specialised role. The D/E&LG takes
the view that the Department/ local authorities have neither the responsibility nor the capacity
to assume a role in the direct provision of accommodation/ services to asylum seekers in a
situation in which asylum seekers are removed from the standard welfare and housing
systems.
Perhaps most plausibly, it could be argued that the institutional care of asylum applicants is a
component part of the processin,g of the asylum claim and should be administered
accordingly by the D/JELR. This approach and would reflect the good administrative
principle that the body responsible for processing a claim should bear any costs associated
with the delay in the processing. It is noteworthy that the UK has decided to adopt such an
approach, with proposals for "a single budget for asylum seeker support costs" to be managed
by the Home Office. The D/JE&LR is not in a position to accept this argument and takes the
view that welfare provision is a field in which it has limited expertise and that the level of
criticism of the initiative and the degree to which it js interpreted as a repressive measure will
be directly related to the extent to which the Department is involved. The involvement of the

Home Office in the U.K. is one component of a budget agreement with the Treasury not
necessarily appropriate to Irish circumstances and which the Department is not convinced
represents the best approach to handling this issue. The D/JE&LR believes that the
Departments and agencies with current funding and expertise in the area of welfare provision
should continue to bear the financial costs and that they should provide a substantial
management input into the work of the cross departmental steering group to manage direct
provision arrangements. The D/JE&LR would be willing to play a very active role on such a
group.
The D/Finance is of the view that it would be essential that a single Department should have
overall responsibility for management of direct provision.
This broad issue will be the subject to further discussion and a submission to Government

Interdepartmental Committee on Immigration Asylum and Related Issues
August 1998
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1 Mean F6mhair, 1998.

An Runai Priobhaideach
An tAire Dli agus Cirt, Comhionannais agus Athch6irithe Dli

I am to refer to the memorandum ref. 69/6193/98 dated 28 August, 1998,
submitted by the Minister for Justice, Equality and Law Reform concerning the
direct provision of support for Asylum Seekers and to inform you that, at a
meeting held today, the Government
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(1)

decided in principle that asylum seekers are to have their basic needs met
through direct provision;

(2)

decided that the Interdepartmental Committee on Immigration, Asylum
and related issues will continue in being, expanded to include the
relevant expertise, to work out the precise means of direct welfare
provision for asylum seekers;

(3)

noted that
(a)

(b)

the Minister will submit proposals to the Government regarding
which Government Department should take overall
responsibility for direct provision and

-2-

(4)

(5)

(6)
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Peter Ryan
R(mai Cunta an Rialtais

G25/62
1st September, 1998

MEETING OF THE GOVERNMENT
HELD IN COUNCIL CHAMBER
TUESDAY, 1ST SEPTEMBER, 1998 - 3:30 p.m. - 6.30 pm.

S1S0/20il0/0122

17.
ASYLFM SEEKERS: Direct ProYision of Support.
Following consideration of a memorandum dated 28 August, 1998,
submitted by the 1linister for Justice, Equality and Law Refom1
concerning the direct provision of support for Asylum Seekers
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( 1)

it was decided in principle that asylum seekers are to have
their basic needs met through direct provision;

(2)

it was decided that the Interdepartmental Committee on
Immigration, Asylum and related issues will continue in being, .
expanded to include the relevant expertise, to work out the
precise means of direct welfare pro,ision for asylum seekers;

(3)

it was noted that
(a)

the Ivli.nister will submit proposals to the Go,·errunent
regarding which Govermuent Department should take
overall responsibility for direct pro,ision, and

S 180/20/ 10/0122
3 Samhain, 1998.
An Runai Priobhaideach
An tAire Dli agus Cirt, Comhionannais agus Athch6irithe Dli

I am to refer to the memorandum dated 15 September, 1998, submitted by the
Minister for Justice, Equality and Law Reform and to inform you that, at a
meeting held today, the Government
(1)

decided that the Department of Justice, Equality and Law Reform will be
responsible for the direct provision of support to meet the basic needs of
asylum seekers;

(2)

decided that the Health Boards and Local Authorities will continue to
have a role in the provision of such support;

(3)

approved an increase in staff for the Department of Justice, Equality and
Law Reform which would be sufficient to discharge the Department's
role in relation to planning for and implementation of direct provision,
the details to be agreed by the Minister for Justice, Equality and Law
Reform with the Minister for Finance;

(4)

agreed that the timing of the introduction of direct provision will depend
on the availability of the staff referred to at (3) above; and

(5)

approved an announcement on this matter and those dealt with in the
memorandum for the Government of 28 August, 1998 in line with the
draft discussed at the meeting.
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Frank Murray
Ard-Runai an Rialtais

0-

r

an Aire Dli a -us Cirt Corrihionann~,s a '·us

Summary

15

September~ 1998.

Decision sought
1.

The Minister for Justice, Equality and Law Reform asks the Government to
(a)

decide that

(i)

(ii)
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(b)

approve the draft announcement at Appendix I on these matters and
those decilt with ih the Minister's Memorandum f~r the Government of
28 August, 1998. (Paragraph 1.)
··

Background

2..

On 1 September, 1998, the Governm~nt decided:, interalia, that asylum
seekers -are to have their b~sic ne~ds met through direct provision and their request
to the Min'isterto s1,1pmit proposals by mid-September regarding which Government
(?epartment sho.u_ld t~ke overall r~_
sponsibility for this. The Government also
decided that ho announcement would be made about their .decision until the matters
in question had peen further considered by them on foot of the Minister's
·,
submission. {Paragraph 2.)
·
'
·

Reasons for the Minister's proposals

3.

The Minister considers that it is important that an announcement is now made
whi9h woulcf inform persons applying for asylum from now on that their needs
may at a later stage be met throu·gh direct provision. (Paragraph 3.)

4.

He considers that responsibility for direct provision should rest with one of the
service providing Departments rather than with his Department. If his

Department were to be given responsibility, the changeover to direct
could be portrayed in a negative way in public debate.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.
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Oifig an Aire Dli agus Cirt. Comhionannais aglis Athch6irithe Dli
Memorandum for the Government

69/6193/98

15 September,1998

DIRECT PROVISION OF SUPPORT FOR ASYLUM SEEKERS

Decision sought
1.

The Minister for Justice, Equality and Law Reform asks the Government to
( a)

decide that

(i)

(ii)
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(b)

approve the draft announcement at Appendix I on these matters and
those dealt with in the Minister's Memorandum for the Government of
28 August, 1998.

Background
2.

On 1 September, 1998, the Government decided, inter alia, that asylum
seekers are to have their basic needs met through direct provision and the
lnterdeipartmehtal ·committee on Immigration, Asylum and Related Issues
would continue in being, expanded to include the relevant expertise, to work
out the precise means of direct welfare provision for asylum seekers. The
Government requested the Minister to submit proposals to them by
mid-September regarding which Government Department shoulcl take overall
responsibility for direct provision. The Government also decided that no
announcement would be made about their decision until the matters in
question had been further considered by them on foot ofthe aforementioned
submission by the Minister and the submission of a draft overview document
on asylum and related questions which the Minister's Department proposes to

prepare. Subsequent media speculation forced tile Mi~ister to issue a
statement (attached as Appendix 2) clarifying .the position on direct provisiqn.

Reasons for the Minister's proposals
3.

He now seeks Government approval to issue the statement at Appendix 1
and, in particular, he does not wish to await the preparation of the overview
document which will not be ready for some time and which is not closely
relevant to the direct provision issue. In the Minister's view, it is very
important that persons applying for asylum from now on are informed that
met through direct provision. The ·.
their needs may at a later stage
statement is.the same as the draft announc'ement submitted with his ·
Memorandum for the Government, dated 28 August, 1998, except that it
includes information about the decision now sought.

be

4.

As stated above, the Government, on the Minister's proposal, has now
decided in principle that direct provision should be introduced. The
considerations underlying the Minister's proposal to Government in this matter
were that the nature of out welfare provision Was acting as a "pull" factor and
that the change-over to direct provision in the U.K. could result in a large
influx of asylum seekers to the State which would have major Exchequer cost
consequences~ In deciding which Government Department should be
responsible for the direct provision system, the Minister believesJhat the
Government should make as little ·change as is necessary in existing
arrangements consistent With ensuring that the aforementioned
considerations are respected. In particular, he thinks that Departmental
responsibility for the new arrangements should rest with one or other of the
service providing Departments which are now re~i'ponsible for meeting the
basic ne·eds of asylum seekers as well as of other persons experiencing
poverty. These Departments are Environment and Local Government (which,
together with the local authorities, funds emergency accommodation), Social,
Community and Family Affairs (which funds Suppl~mentary Welfa.re
:'
Allowance) and H¢.alth and Children (because the health .boards administer
Suppl$inentary Welfare Allowance and source emergency accommodation).
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5.

For this reason, the Minister GOnsiders that it would be neither appropriate nor
efficient if his Department were assigned responsibllity for a direct provision
system. In addition, he believes that it would have a negative presentational
impact were his Department to be responsible. There is a real risk, for
example, that critics of the move would portray it as essentially a punitive
measure and confusion could be created in public debate between direct
provision and other difficult aspects of the overal.1management of the problem
of asylum seekers. Furthermore, in the Minister's view, the successful
2

im'plementation of direct provision will require co-operation with
non-Governmental organisations, church authorities etc. and this is less lik~ly
to be forthcoming if direct provision can be portrayed in a negative light. If
one of the above mentioned Departments are responsible, it will be
abundantly clear that there is no change in the Government's intention to
provide fully for th~ basic needs of asylum seekers.
6.

The Minister has carefully considered arguments that might be advanced for
allocating responsibility to his Department. One such argument is that direct
provision should be a responsibility of the Department which processes the
asylum claims so that it bears any costs associated with delays in processing.
The Minister cannot accept this argument. ·since extra resources were ·
·
allocated to _his Department and as further resources are being allocated, an
efficient and fair system for processing asylum claims and dealing with
applicants subsequently is progressively being put in place. The Minister
would reject any view that the sub_stantive processing of asylum claims and of
subsequent applications for leave to remain in the State should be influenced
by concern to minimise the cost of direct provision. In the Minister's view, any
suggestion that this should happen would be very likely to result in court
proceedings.

7.
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8.

9.

The Minister is also convinced that the introduction and operation of a direct
provision regime will require continued inputs at local level from organisations
such as local authorities and health boards. He sees no organisational
advantage and probable significant extra costs if health boards and local
authorities were. to be required to assist. a further Government Department at
local level in addition to the roles tlley already discharge fort.he Departments
of Social, Community and Family Affairs and Environment and Local
3

..
.:.
::
:~
.
Government,· as described in paragraph 4 ahove ... This·would be likely·to
cre·ate a conflict as to which activity takes precedence.
_.

,\.

10.

For similar reasons to those set out in paragraphs 4, 5 and 9 above, the
Minister would not favour giving the lead role.- on direct provisi'on to the
Department of Def~nce.

11 .

Given that shelter is amo_ng the most basic o{ needs and the first questiqn to
be addressed on re~eipt of an asylum application is where the applicant is to
be accommodated, the logical solution fn the Minister's view is that the
Department of the Environment and Local Government should take .
re;:;ponsibilify for the introduction and operation -of direct provision fo(a~ylurh
seekers.
··
·.
·

1~-

The Minister considers "that genuine cross-Departmental issues arise in
relation to the ~st;ablishinent and operation of a direct provision regime which
will be a very complex task. There is a need for ah interdepartmental
committee, chaired by the Department of the Environment and Local
Government, to support that Department in initiating and operating the new
arrangern13nts and to serve as a forum for any necessary co-ordination and
exchange of information. The membership of the committee can be decided
by the relevant Ministers. The Minister is willing to have his Department
represented on the committee and the Departments of Finance and Foreign
Affairs have indicated that they wish to be represented al$b. The Minister for
Heal.t h and Children has suggested that the Eastern Health ~card b
_e
represented on any such committee. Approval of the ~rrangem.ents set out at
paragraph 1(a) above, including the establishment of ttiis interdepartmental
committee, would mean that the Interdepartmental Committee on
Immigration, Asylum and Related Issues would not need to deal with the
ql!estlon of direct provision and could concentrate on other meas~res as
required by the Government decisions of 23 ~une and 20 July, 199.8.
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14.

·4

G25/71
3rd November, 1998

MEETING OF THE GOVERNMENT
HELD IN COUNCIL CHAMBER
TUESDAY, 3RD NOVEMBER, 1998 - 10:45 am -12:35pm
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ASYLC:\I SEEKERS
Foil owing consideration of a memorandum dated 15 September, 19 98
submitted by the \linister for Justice, Equalit)' and La s Refom1
0

(1)

it ,vas decided that the Department of Justice, Equality and La,;v
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Refonn °sill be responsible for the direct provision of support
to meet the basic needs of asylum seekers;

(2)

it was decided that the Health Boards and Local Authorities
will continue to have a role in the prmision of such support;

(3)

approval ,vas given to an increase in staff for the Department of
Justice, Equality and Lmv Refonn ,vhich ,,,;ould be sufficient to
discharge the Department's role in relation to planning for and
implementation of direct prO\ision, the details to be agreed by
the :\:finister for Justice, Equality and La--,; Reform with the
:\·lin.ister for Finance;

(-+)

it was agreed that the timing of the introduction of direct
provision will depend on the availability of the staff
at (3) above; and

(5)

approval was given to an announcement on this matter and
those dealt \Vith in the memorandum for the
28 August, 1998 in line \vith the draft discussed at the meeting.
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