Aberdeenshire
COUNCIL

FAQ — Asylum Dispersal in Aberdeenshire

Who is an Asylum Seeker?

An asylum seeker is a person who arrives in the UK without documentation and applies for
asylum. On arrival, they are given Asylum Immigration Status. If destitute, they are provided
with accommodation by Mears Group on behalf of the UK Government. This could be in either
Contingency Accommodation (Hotels) or Dispersal Accommodation Houses).

You must be in the UK to claim asylum, but there is no safe or legal way of doing this. This is
why people take risks and enter the UK via small boats or on lorries. Asylum Seekers have
No Recourse to Public Funds (NRPF) and have no automatic rights to benefits, social housing,
or work. If the government accepts that a person seeking asylum seeker is at risk of
persecution in their home country due to race, religion, nationality, political opinion, or
membership of a particular social group, their asylum application will be approved, and they
will be granted Refugee Status and permission to remain in the UK. Approximately 61% of
people seeking asylum are granted Refugee Status.

What is Asylum Dispersal?

Asylum Dispersal is the process by which the Home Office moves asylum seekers to local
authority areas across the UK, while their asylum claim is being considered. All council areas
in the UK are required to participate in Asylum Dispersal — there is no opt out. On arrival,
people are assessed in Initial Accommodation (IA) and then moved on a no choice basis to
Contingency Accommodation (hotels) or Dispersal Accommodation (houses).

There are two types of asylum accommodation in Aberdeenshire:

¢ Contingency Accommaodation (hotel)
e Dispersal Accommodation (house)

Asylum accommodation and welfare support is privatised and managed by Mears Group on
behalf of the Home Office. Mears has one Contingency Accommaodation (hotel) site in Westhill,
and a number of Dispersal Accommodation properties across Aberdeenshire.

Governance

Councils have no responsibility for asylum dispersal, but Aberdeenshire Council works closely
with the Home Office and Mears to ensure that our communities, services, and community
planning partners are fully informed and able to respond to any emerging issues or concerns.
The Asylum Oversight Group (subgroup of the Aberdeenshire Refugee & Asylum Strategic



Group) works in partnership with the Home Office, Mears, Police Scotland, NHS Grampian,
communities, and public, faith and third sector organisations to mitigate any potential negative
impacts of asylum dispersal, and to maximise the strengths, goodwill, and resilience our
communities provide.

Asylum Data

Aberdeenshire Council is not responsible for asylum accommodation or welfare support, so
holds no data. Requests for detailed asylum data in Aberdeenshire, should be redirected to
the Home Office or Mears Group. The council can provide data on:

¢ Number of Contingency Accommodation (CA) sites in Aberdeenshire

¢ Number of people in Contingency Accommaodation (CA) in Aberdeenshire
(currently 259 as of May 2025)

o *Number of Dispersal Accommodation (DA) houses procured in Aberdeenshire

*This number is the total number of properties Mears has procured, not the total number of
properties occupied. We hold no data on numbers of asylum seekers currently living in
Dispersal Accommodation (DA)

Frequently Asked Questions

How many people are coming to the UK?

In the year ending March 2025 there were 133.4 million arrivals into the UK. The majority
(56%) were British nationals, but of the non-British arrivals (44%), most were short-term
visitors, with smaller numbers arriving for other reasons such as work, study, family, and
humanitarian reasons:
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How many non-British people arriving into the UK are Asylum Seekers?

Of the 58.7 million non-British people who arrived into the UK in the year ending March 2025,
109,000 people were asylum seekers (0.1%). This equates to 79,000 families. Thiswas a 17%
increase on the year ending March 2024 and higher than the previous recorded peak of
103,000 in 2002

e The number of people claiming asylum has almost doubled since 2021

e In 2024, just under a third of asylum seekers had arrived in the UK on a small boat and
slightly more than a third had travelled to the UK initially on a visa (before claiming
asylum)

e In 2024 the UK received the fifth largest number of asylum seekers in the EU+, after
Germany, Spain, Italy, and France

e Per head of population, the UK is the 17" in Europe for asylum claims

o 30% of all asylum claims were female

o 20% of all asylum claims were children

How many people are granted asylum in the UK and where do they come from?

In the year ending March 2025, 94,000 people received initial decisions on asylum claims,
11% fewer than the previous year, but a higher number of decisions than every year
between 2003 and 2022. Almost half (49%) of the initial decisions to main applicants in the
year ending March 2025 were positive, a lower proportion than the 61% in the year ending
March 2024. The nationality with the highest asylum claims in the 12 months leading up to
March 2025 were from Afghanistan, however in the first quarter of 2025, 20% of people
crossing the channel are from Eritrea. 86% of Eritrean asylum claims were approved

For further details see ‘How many people are granted asylum in the UK?’.

Do asylum seekers receive benefits?

If living in Contingency Accommodation (hotel), asylum seekers receive £8.86 per week on an
ASPEN card. If living in Dispersal Accommodation (house) each person will receive £49.18
for food, cleaning materials, clothing, and toiletries. Asylum seekers cannot claim mainstream
benefits

Why don’t people fleeing persecution seek asylum in the first country they reach?

There are no laws that says asylum seekers must make their asylum claim in the first safe
country they arrive in after leaving their country of origin. However, under an EU law called
the Dublin Il Regulation, asylum seekers could in theory be transferred to the first EU member
state in which they arrived after leaving their origin country. The UK is no longer a part of the
Dublin arrangement (post Brexit) but has introduced new laws on “inadmissibility” to bar
people from claiming asylum in the UK if they had an earlier presence in or connection to a
safe third country. Asylum seekers often travel to the country where they have family, friends
or speak the language

Why do people enter the UK without permission?

To claim asylum in the UK, a person must be in the UK. It is not possible to apply from outside
the country, and there is no asylum visa to enable people to travel to the UK legally to apply
for asylum


https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/immigration-system-statistics-year-ending-march-2025/how-many-people-are-granted-asylum-in-the-uk

How can you make sure that asylum seekers do not have a criminal record?

The Home Office notifies Mears of any previous known offences and perceived risks in
advance of arrival in any sites. Asylum Seekers are screened by the Asylum Intake Unit and
are required to go through a security check including body scans and searches. If there is a
security concern, asylum seekers will be detained. If there are no concerns, an assessment
is then made to ensure that the property/hotel is appropriate accommodation

Asylum Security Screening

Are women and children accommodated in hotels?

Some hotels can accommodate women and children, but in Aberdeenshire the Westhill hotel
accommodates single men. Single mums and families are accommodated in  Dispersal
Accommodation (houses)

How long are people in the hotel?

The Home Office has indicated that the population in the hotels will not be static. Decisions
are being escalated and six months to one year is the current average length of stay

Are Asylum Seekers given priority to get local housing?

Asylum seekers are not entitled to housing or homelessness support from Aberdeenshire
Council and are not permitted to hold a tenancy. If they receive refugee status and permission
to stay in the UK, they then have 56 days' notice to leave their asylum accommodation and
can then look for help with housing. As of June 2025, no asylum seekers granted permission
to stay have remained in Aberdeenshire

Are asylum seekers able to undertake any paid or unpaid work?

People who have claimed asylum in the UK can apply for permission to work if they have been
waiting 12 months for a decision. If the Home Office grants permission, then they can only
take on jobs from the shortage occupation list. Most asylum seekers are not permitted to work

How do | know if someone in my community is an asylum seeker?

You cannot tell someone’s immigrations status from how they look. In Aberdeenshire we have
a significant number of people on work, student and research visas contributing to our
communities and societies. We also have families settled via official resettlement routes, so
we cannot make assumptions. The person you think may be an asylum seeker, may be a
home carer, an oil and gas employee or working in food processing

Do asylum seekers have restricted movement?

People are free to move around the country, but the Home Office needs to be aware of when
they are living. People in hotels are not restricted in terms of movement

Do crime rates increase in line with the number of asylum seekers accommodated in a
community?

You can never fully predict anyone’s behaviour, but there is no local or national evidence
that having asylum accommodation in community increases risk, criminality, or threat to
residents.


https://www.gov.uk/asylum-intake-unit

Do asylum seekers get extra or special benefits?

People seeking asylum have No Recourse to Public Funds (NRPF) and are not entitled to
public funds or benefits. Most asylum projects are run by volunteers using donated time,
goods, and resources

Does my councillor, MP or MSP know about asylum dispersal in Aberdeenshire

Yes, we welcome enquiries and are keen to update whenever needed. The Home Office will
liaise directly with an MP when standing up a new asylum hotel

Who is responsible for asylum seekers welfare?

Mears are responsible for the day to day running of the hotels and the welfare of people being
accommodated Statement of Requirements. Although Aberdeenshire Council has no mandate
for asylum accommodation or welfare support, we provide guidance and sign posting including
GP Registration, school enrolment and community integration.

If asylum seekers receive £8.86 per week, how do they buy essential goods and
clothes?

Mears are required to ensure that people’s basic needs are met. They also work in partnership
with charities, churches, and local community volunteers to source essential donations i.e.,
warm jackets, underwear, and shoes

Asylum Seekers may have experienced war, torture, and other traumatic experience —
what support do they get?

People are helped to register with a GP on arrival. The Health Assessment Team help with
navigating appointments and understanding health systems. People seeking asylum have full
health entitlements so is someone requires help with trauma, normal processes will apply

Are all asylum seekers Muslim and if so, where will they pray?

People seeking asylum have a range of religious beliefs — some have none at all. Mears works
with individuals to make sure their religious and spiritual needs are met. There are no Mosques
or Orthodox Churches in Aberdeenshire, but people find ways to pray together. There is a
long term settled Muslim community in Aberdeenshire and Aberdeen City that reaches out
and supports where they can.

Do we have the right to refuse to have asylum seekers or hotels in Aberdeenshire?

Decisions about asylum dispersal and immigration are reserved to the UK Government.
Devolved nations and councils have no authority or powers to stop asylum dispersal. Councils
can comment on the suitability of asylum accommodation locations, but the Home Office
reserves the right to make all final decisions.

Who pays for Asylum Dispersal?

Asylum dispersal costs in the UK are funded from the UK's Official Development Assistance
(ODA) budget. A sizeable portion of the ODA budget is allocated to supporting refugees and


https://migrationscotland.org.uk/migrants-rights-and-entitlements/immigration-status-and-eligibility-for-public-funds/

asylum seekers within the UK, including people resettled via official refugee resettlement
programmes and Homes for Ukraine. There is ho council budget allocation for refugee or
asylum support. All activity is supported via funding from UK Government

| have read about asylum seekers in Aberdeenshire on social media — how do | know
if the information is accurate?

In the age of social media, Artificial Intelligence, and deliberate misinformation, it can be
difficult to know if a story or information about immigration, asylum seekers or refugees in
Aberdeenshire is accurate. To date, there have been no serious incidents in Aberdeenshire
involving asylum seekers, refugees, or displaced persons. It is important to share facts and
not fiction, so if you have any questions, contact us on Asylum@aberdeenshire.qov.uk or
submit a Freedom of Information Request to FOl@aberdeenshire.gov.uk

How can | Help?

A group of local volunteers in Westhill including churches, Rotary and the Community Council
meet monthly to organise community-led support and events. Activities include:

e Conversation Hub / ESOL
e Community volunteering
e Sports activities

For more information or to get involved, email Asylum@aberdeenshire.gov.uk

Families is dispersed accommodation can feel quite isolated and sometimes scared so
volunteers support them to meet other families in the area, attend ESOL classes, and take
part in local events. If you would like to help, email Asylum@aberdeenshire.gov.uk

How do | complain about immigration?

Every individual has the right to their own political beliefs. If you wish to complain about
immigration or have your views heard, you should direct them to your elected representative

How do asylum seekers feel about being in Aberdeenshire?

We often talk about asylum seekers as one homogeneous group, but people are individuals
with their own stories and voices. Many of the stories involve loss, death, fear, and loneliness,
but others are full of hope. If you would like to hear the voices, let us know.

I have a question?

If you have questions or concerns, please talk to us — it is important that our communities are
accurately informed and that we do not leave an information void that can be filled with
inaccurate information. All questions are comments are welcomed

Asylum@aberdeenshire.gov.uk
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