Over 1,000 Faith Leaders Say No to Anti-Refugee Bill

Today, over 1,000 faith leaders from across Britain urge Boris Johnson to rethink
the anti-refugee bill. The Secretary-General of the Muslim Council of Britain, the
former Archbishop of Canterbury, the Bishop of Dover, leading Rabbis and senior
Hindu, Sikh and Buddhist representatives, are among those who have written to
the Prime Minister urging him to reconsider the Nationality & Borders Bill.

Dear Prime Minister,

As leaders within faith communities across the UK, we are horrified and appalled
about the potential repercussions of the Nationality and Borders Bill. We urge you
to reconsider the proposals even at this late stage.

We are united in our commitment to play an active role in civic life, offering
practical support to many in need. However, it is also the duty of faith and
community leaders to pay attention to issues of public policy that will directly
impact the communities in which we serve and speak out about issues which
affect the moral and ethical wellbeing of our society. We assert that the values
that bind UK citizens together, especially those concerning human dignity and life,
will be fundamentally damaged by this Bill, and so we would like to address two
aspects of it with which we are particularly concerned.

Currently, Clause 11 sets out the differential treatment of refugees. This
separation of refugees into ‘Group 1’ or ‘Group 2’ undermines the longstanding
and widely understood expectation that a person’s asylum application is decided
on the individual merits of their case and whether they would face serious threats
to their life or freedom if they were not to be granted refugee status. The artificial
manufacture of a two-tier system creates two different classes of refugees. This
would not be based on needs or merits but would depend on the ability of a person
to arrive in the UK via a ‘regular’ route of travel. This is a clear breach of the
principles of the Refugee Convention, and we have seen no credible evidence
that it will stop irregular migration across the English Channel; it is therefore,
policy made without a basis in evidence or morality. Criminalizing and
punishing vulnerable asylum seekers who have little choice but to arrive in
the UK through ‘irregular routes’, when the majority[1] are subsequently
able to prove that they have a legitimate basis for their asylum claim, is a
disgraceful and dishonourable policy, and should be abandoned.

We remain in the dark about how the Government intends to expand and
implement new safe routes to the UK for asylum seekers despite relying heavily
on safe routes to justify the Bill. Many faith groups across the country have
experience of Community Sponsorship projects, of providing services for refugee
integration, of initiating multi-faith dialogue and cooperation around refugee
support, and of providing for the immediate needs of those experiencing poverty
because of their place in the asylum system. They have witnessed first-hand the
positive impact safe routes have on those in need of sanctuary and on
communities who are privileged to be able to offer it. Therefore, we ask that the
Government would recognise the predominant reasons why asylum seekers risk
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their lives to come to the UK, often a combination of desperation, family reunion
and language. The Nationality and Borders Bill provides a wonderful
opportunity for the Government to stand by its traditional values of family
life, community service and respect for human dignity (values that we share)
and, 1. Expand family reunion rules to ensure safe passage of those children
and vulnerable adults trying to reach family members in the UK, 2. Open new
safe routes for unaccompanied asylum-seeking children in Europe and, 3.
Create and implement ambitious new resettlement schemes — always setting
compassionate and ambitious targets.

It is a sad fact that in our broken world, forced migration is not a temporary crisis;
it is an on-going reality. While there is still conflict and injustice in the world, there
will always be desperate people needing to seek sanctuary from war, persecution
and suffering. We cannot close our door on them, but this Bill does just that. What
we need now, is political leadership which acknowledges and allays the concerns
of the public while promoting the importance of compassion, human life and
dignity.

We remain willing to assist in any way we can to this end, and ask that key
representatives on this issue from the government would agree to meet with faith
representatives to explore what both we, and the government, can do to help
address some of the concerns we have raised.

Yours sincerely,

The Right Reverend Rose Hudson-Wilkin, Bishop of Dover

Revd Dr Rowan Williams, Former Archbishop of Canterbury

Ms Zara Mohammed, Secretary-General, The Muslim Council of Britain

Rabbi Jonathan Wittenberg, Senior Rabbi, Masorti Judaism and The New North London Synagogue

Venerable Abbot Lama Yeshe Losal Rinpoche, Abbot of the Kagyu Samye Ling Monastery and Tibetan
Centre, Scotland

Revd Lynn Green, General Secretary, The Baptist Union of Great Britain

Revd Sonia Hicks, President of the Methodist Conference

Lord Jim Wallace, Moderator of the General Assembly, Church of Scotland

Rev Clare Downing, Moderator of the General Assembly, United Reformed Church
Lord Singh of Wimbledon, Director, Network of Sikh Organisations UK

Mr Rajnish Kashyap, General Secretary, Hindu Council UK

Rt Rev John Arnold, Roman Catholic Diocese of Salford, Bishop of Salford

The letter with a full list of signatures is available here
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