                    Sweeping the homeless under the carpet
British authorities make every effort to make the homeless disappear from London streets before the 2012 Olympics. The problem is that the way they approaches this more resembles sweeping the dust under the carpet. Charitable organizations have warned that this will not solve the problem. 


We have already reported about the pilot action of UK Border Agency (UKBA) on the pages of “Goniec Polski” in April this year. Under the new rules the government can forcibly deport people who have been resident in Britain for more than three months provided they have never worked or learned and still "have no chance to work or study". UKBA staff hand out a letter inviting the homeless to attend a local police station for an interview, which is to clarify whether they have the right to remain in the country. According to our information only in such Lambeth borough about a hundred people have been given the letter. 

- They have been told to turn up in three weeks time for an interview and document what they are doing - says Andrzej Ratajczak, working at a day centre in Lambeth. - Some of them lost their letter on the same day they actually received it. For them, the whole reality is drinking cider. Basically, it does not reach them what is happening around - he adds. According to Ratajczak the whole action introduces more confusion than help. 

- I have known a drug addict, whom I promised that he would be admitted to a rehab in Rożnowice in Poland. He got the letter and wants to go there. But for now there is no place for him there- explains Ratajczak, who is also concerned that if the patient returns to Poland now, he will lose contact with him and will not be able to help. 

These are long weeks of work

Critical to the UKBA’ action is also a chief executive of BARKA UK Foundation, Ewa Sadowska. In an interview with “Goniec Polski” she said that sending homeless people back to their home countries doesn’t solve anything. - It has nothing to do with working on reintegration of these people or their return to the society. It's more of getting rid of the problem. Already many different organizations have worked this way giving them a ticket and sending out to nowhere. 

In her view, many of these people simply have nowhere to go. - They do not have families or do not want to contact them. After a few weeks, these people are back - she explains. 

Led by her, London branch of "BARKA," for four years has been trying to reach homeless newcomers from Central Europe living on the British streets. During that time, the organization has managed to reconnect over a thousand people and get them a place in the centres operating in Poland. 

- They go to our partner organizations or to their families. Not only in Poland but also in the other countries of Central and Eastern Europe. More than half of them were deeply degraded and long-term homeless – she says. – However, we have to put some work in it. On average, you have to work two weeks to a month before the person decides to go back - she adds. 

However, not all of “BARKA” beneficiaries go back to Poland. Recently, in the Tower Hamlets borough there has been Social Economy Centre established. - We are working with the people who do not have to go back in order to integrate them with the labour market. The centre is for those who have not yet hit the street and have got some accommodation or squat, but are at risk of losing it. These are the people who have the potential to stay here, but need some help with finding and maintaining a job - said Ewa Sadowska. 

Right over ethics

British charities have already shown an interest in the situation. We have contacted Ruth Grove-White of Migrants’ Rights network about the UKBA’ actions. - This program is very great concern to us - says English activist. - This is very controversial from the perspective of EU law. In addition, it represents a very problematic approach to people who have found themselves in a very difficult personal situation - she adds. 

At the moment, the UK Border Agency carries the pilot program in only four boroughs in cooperation with three London boroughs and one local government in the east of England, however Ruth Grove-White is concerned that the intention of the UKBA to remove homeless Eastern Europeans from all over the country. 

- It's sweeping the problem under the carpet - she says. - Instead, local authorities and the UKBA should ask us why these people have found themselves in this situation. Why have they become homeless and why are local authorities unable to reach them. 

In her view, it is the British immigration system to be blamed for the situation. 
- Poles and Lithuanians who come here need to register with the WRS system. When they lose a job, they learn that they have no social welfare assistance. If they cannot find a new source of income, they are left without any assistance. It is not like they are homeless because they have chosen it-she explains. 

Grove-White also announced that the Migrants' Rights Network is currently consulting the issue with other charitable organizations and immigration lawyers. 

- The purpose of the consultations is a detailed look at the legal consequences of actions taken by the UKBA and also at the impact o these activities on the type of help that can be offered to these people by local authorities - she said. - We want local authorities to realize that this is not the way to deal with the problem. We also want to convince the UKBA that this action is neither legal nor justified on moral grounds. 

- I am afraid that moral arguments will not reach UKBA but we hope that the legal ones will be effective - ended. 

