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South Tyrone Empowerment Programme Express Concern over Borders, Citizenship and Immigration Bill.

Are the migrant community in Northern Ireland about to be dealt another blow? 

Despite widespread condemnation of the recent spate of racist attacks against migrant communities across Northern Ireland, the controversial Borders, Citizenship and Immigration Bill continues on its journey through the legislative process in Westminster – its progress representing an increasingly significant threat to the rights of migrants and their families. 

Deemed as a ‘shake up’ of current legislation, the Borders, Citizenship and Immigration Bill represents a radical new approach to the current immigration system. The Bill was firstly introduced to the House of Lords in January 2009. From then, it has progressed to the Commons and is currently at report stage and its third reading, which will take place on Tuesday 14 July. This Bill is part of a larger Immigration Simplification Bill, which is to be introduced in the autumn. 

Consequences of the Bill include the following: 

· Changes to the path and length of time to citizenship,

· Merging immigration and Customs and Excise structures and powers,

· The introduction of border checks between the UK and the Republic of Ireland,

· Other minor changes e.g. to rules governing overseas students and the welfare of children.

South Tyrone Empowerment Programme has been closely monitoring the progress of the Bill at Westminster, and at each stage of the legislative process has outlined concerns at the introduction of the Bill to relevant members of Parliament. Using case evidence gained from client experiences, STEP has presented counter-arguments within a series of submissions and briefing papers distributed to Members of Parliament, hence validating the claim that the Bill will contribute to increased vulnerability of the migrant community.  Further actions taken by STEP throughout the lobbying campaign include joint participation with UNISON in a protest rally at Stormont in May of this year.  

Michael Potter, STEP Policy and Research Worker, who has represented the organisation in the civic campaign against the Bill, said:

“This Bill affects Northern Ireland in that it threatens the Good Friday Agreement on two counts: the legislation would give immigration officials police powers without the oversight of the Police Ombudsman and it will effectively abolish the Common Travel Area by introducing immigration checks between the UK and Republic of Ireland”.

Elaborating upon the potentially problematic/restrictive nature of the Bill, he continued:

“More fundamentally, the citizenship proposals widen the gap between those who are regarded as belonging and those who are to be excluded, which encourages racism and discrimination against people in our communities who are seen as different”.

The third reading of the bill will take place on Tuesday 14 July – this is your last chance to halt the Bill in the Commons. Raising concerns with your local political representatives, (in particular highlighting the threat to the Good Friday Agreement), contacting members of Parliament (www.parliament.uk/about/contacting.mp.cfm) or sharing your concerns with STEP, are all measures which you can take to obstruct the Bill – act now before it is too late. If you would like further information on how you can oppose the Bill, please contact STEP Policy and Research Worker, Michael Potter, michael@stepni.org or by telephone, 028 87750 211. 

ENDS 

Notes to editors:
Established in 1997, South Tyrone Empowerment Programme is a not for profit community development organisation based in Dungannon. Our range of services has continually diversified in response to changing community needs and gaps in service provision. The organisation has grown to provide both local and regional services to the community. 

Our aim is to contribute to building a rights-based, participative, peaceful and prosperous society, which provides equality of access and opportunity, embraces diversity and respects difference. Our objective is to enable those most vulnerable to marginalisation, disadvantage and exclusion, to develop the confidence and skills to be heard; to identify their own strengths and needs, to access the support and expertise to help them in finding solutions and advocating social change.  

For further information, contact STEP marketing communications officer, Catriona McNally, catriona@stepni.org or by telephone, 028 87750 211. 

