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“There is ….no possibility for a single woman to establish a home on her 
own. Without the shelter of a man from her own family…. otherwise it is 
not possible that a woman can live on her own…especially when you are 
considering relocating to a completely new city. That is just impossible…
when they hear there is a new woman, who is single, alone. Well the first 
thing that 90% of people will think is that the woman has a bad character…
They think it’s a reason that her family kicked her out, she has caused shame 
on her family for the bad things that she had done and that is why they don’t 
want her.” Fabaka (domestic violence/Pakistan)

The above quote from Fabaka demonstrates the role and need for a male protector 
within Pakistan and the hostility and blame directed at single women. Similar concerns 
were identified by the South Manchester Law Centre’s research ‘Safe to Return?’  
This report highlighted the prevailing perception within Pakistani communities that a 
woman living or even travelling without a man would be met negatively and viewed 
with huge suspicion.132 The research suggests that the suspicion is so severe it is 
considered culturally unacceptable: 

“Many participants queried whether the UK authorities grasped how 
unacceptable it is amongst member of the Pakistani community (both in 
Pakistan and for many in the Pakistani diaspora) for women to live alone, 
particularly without male support.” 133

 For Fabaka, the level of suspicion and hostility directed at women who are sepa-
rated from their husbands would inevitably place them at risk for the future. She 
believed that life for a woman without a male protector would mean not only that 
people would view her negatively, but also that she would face additional risks of 
further abuse and violence. For Fabaka, the social intolerance directed at single/
separated/divorced women means they are extremely vulnerable and targeted for 
attacks. This level of cultural suspicion and associated risks for single/separated/
divorced women raises doubts about how feasible and appropriate internal reloca-
tion is for many women.

“They will just get the idea that she is someone with nowhere to go, her 
family is not going to accept her, she had bought shame, she can’t go back. 
Then they will just want to take advantage of her weakness. Because they 
know she is alone, she is helpless, she had no one to look after her, to take 

132	 Siddiqui et al..‘Safe to Return? p. 150-151 (2008)
133	 ibid ‘Safe to Return?’ p.150
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stand for her…if she goes to the police they will just send her back to her 
parents. They know this, they will use her how they want. She then becomes 
a new victim in that area for the men around her.” Fabaka (domestic violence/
Pakistan)

Similar ‘acceptable’ social codes placed upon women were a feature in the case 
studies with lesbians from Jamaica and Uganda. In both these case studies the 
women believed that issues regarding cultural norms and values placed upon ‘women 
without men’ places them at risk regarding social integration in any relocation area. 
Perhaps more worryingly within this context, the women also identified levels of 
suspicion that would be directed at women who do not have husbands or boyfriends 
and reject male sexual advances. For women in this position, the label of being a 
lesbian or suspected of being a lesbian has serious consequences in both Jamaica 
and Uganda. 

“ You know, even if you have two friends and they are walking together, just 
walking, they will say ‘oh there are the lesbians’, even if they’re not. You 
always have to have a man, just to stop them talking. Two women cannot 
even live together, you have to have a man with them at all times…. They will 
just go ‘here come the lesbians’ and then you have to run for your life.” 
(Lesbian from Jamaica) 

A prevailing feature of all the case-studies for this project was that being a single, 
separated, divorced or lesbian woman was socially unacceptable. Alongside being 
viewed with severe suspicion, scepticism and hostility, some women also believed 
people in their community would perceive them to be a prostitute. This is largely 
because the concept of an independent woman without a male protector or husband 
is considered so culturally ‘abnormal’ that for many people within the community, to 
be a prostitute is the only explanation. This social perception places many women in 
a dangerous position. The social norms and cultural restrictions placed upon many 
women creates concerns regarding whether relocation is a viable alternative to 
international protection, or whether in reality it places women directly in jeopardy. 

“I think people would treat you like a prostitute. In my country, it’s not like 
here, where you can rent your own house and work. There, if you are not 
married, you should live with your parents. If you are single and living by 
yourself it means you are a prostitute, so people would give you no respect 
or consideration. You would be at risk.” Tanya (sexual violence/DRC)



Relocation, Relocation - The impact of internal relocation on women asylum seekers

69

“They think a woman not good, they think you’re not a good woman, they 
think you go with a man, you understand me. That is what they say and think. 
How is a woman safe? I not know how they think it is safe, it is not safe.” 
Harifa (domestic violence/Yemen) 

c) Access to livelihoods

As part of these discussions, the women also highlighted several concerns they 
had about accessing a secure livelihood. For the women interviewed, internal 
relocation was extremely questionable if they could not access a living in order 
to sustain themselves (and their children). The women felt the social constraints 
placed upon women in their country of origin and relocation areas meant their 
future was extremely insecure and consequently they were at risk of exploitation. 
In addition, divorce laws often discriminate against women, and a return to their 
country of origin often constitutes losing custody of their children. Because of the 
stigma associated with violating the social code, separated and divorced women 
with no family support face economic disempowerment, as women are required 
to rely on men for protection and sustenance.134 Harifa also identified constraints 
placed upon women with children and the practical issues regarding access to work 
and child care in a new relocation area with no surrounding support, family networks 
or government assistance. 

The UK immigration courts did acknowledge the difficulty both Harifa (Yemen) and 
Fabaka (Pakistan) would have regarding access to work; however, internal relocation 
was regarded as ‘reasonable’ in both cases. For the three other cases, access to 
livelihood was believed to be possible according to the immigration judges, but 
the women in the case-studies believed this area to be more complicated than 
depicted in their determinations. In the determination details of a Jamaican lesbian 
the immigration judge ruled: “the appellant has shown herself to be resourceful in 
holding down various jobs in Jamaica, despite coming from a very poor family.” 
Within the group interviews however, the Jamaican lesbians expressed different 
views regarding the complexity of accessing jobs for known or suspected lesbians 
as the conversation below illustrates:

Participant 1: 	� “number one, being a lesbian is a no, no. No job for you, 
because they won’t hire you. Like no matter how much 
education and what you can do, they won’t

134	 see: Niaz, U. ‘Women’s Mental Health in Pakistan’ (2004)
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Participant 2: 	� yes that’s why I never worked with no one, I was self-
employed, but after a while, when people find out, business 
go down, nobody wants to buy…. then you can’t make 
ends meet, they are doing this (whispers), so you move 
on to somewhere else, but the same thing happen again, 
or they just burn it down. You are moving here, moving 
there…as soon as somebody find out, you have to go.” 
(Lesbians from Jamaica)

Similar issues were raised in other case studies. For example, Tanya (sexual violence/
DRC) believed that her individual circumstances of not speaking the local language, 
together with not having qualifications and being a single woman, impeded her 
ability to access employment and left her susceptible for exploitation within the 
informal economy in Kinshasa.

 “It’s difficult for people to get a job with qualifications, but I don’t have any 
qualifications. This didn’t come up in the courts. I don’t know what I would 
do for work or money, I just don’t know. It’s upsetting actually because I just 
don’t know…how will you survive, its difficult to imagine. I don’t think English 
people really understand how bad it is.” Tanya, (sexual violence/DRC)

d) Safety and protection issues 
Alongside access to secure livelihoods, internal relocation also requires an 
assessment of safety and protection within the relocation area. As discussed 
above, some of the women in the case-studies were advised where they should 
relocate to and for other women, this was unknown. For example, when exploring 
Tanya’s case study (sexual violence/DRC), her determination letter details how “it 
is not intended that you would be removed to territories controlled by the former 
rebels, but to Kinshasa.”  For Tanya, being from a different ethnic background, a 
single woman, and not speaking the local language, means she does not believe 
Kinshasa would be a safe area. Issues regarding the scale of discrimination and 
social segregation of Swahili speakers in Kinshasa are acknowledged by the UN 
Human Rights Commission135 but were not acknowledged within her determination. 
For Tanya, relocating to Kinshasa is not practical, as she believes she would be at 
risk of discrimination and would not be able to access safety and protection:     

135	� UN Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination – Concluding Observations The 
DRC, CERD/C/COD/CO/15. 17th August 2007t: (2007) para. 16
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“I tried to explain I have never been to Kinshasa, I don’t speak the language, I 
speak Swahili actually….From that I am scared… here I think nobody will kill 
me, I think there is a law and you can complain…I have had experiences, bad 
experiences in my country….there is no way I can face it. In Kinshasa, it’s 
not only about having a home but it’s about security. In Kinshasa I don’t trust 
my neighbour, I don’t know what they would do to me…I will have nobody to 
defend me. I don’t think I would have the strength to survive.” Tanya, (sexual 
violence/DRC) 

The above quote illustrates the cultural context and extent of safety to which women 
are being returned and relocated to as well as questioning how a ‘safe haven’ is 
identified. In other case studies, a particular relocation area was not specified and 
the women interviewed were unclear where they were to be relocated. For these 
women, the decision of where to relocate within their country of origin was the 
source of much anxiety and a decision that was impossible to make. 

“I sit down and I look at the map of Jamaica and I think, where can I go. 
There are 14 parishes and I look at them carefully. Now where would I go. 
I have lived in all the 14 parishes, tell me miss, where do I go. Where am I 
safe?” (Lesbian from Jamaican)

Not having a specific location in which to return people to is both a cause of personal 
worry, as well as an important international protection and monitoring issue. Currently, 
no monitoring systems are in place to oversee and audit whether internal relocation 
is a practical alternative to international refugee protection. As soon as people are 
returned there is no agency or follow-up support system in place to ensure people 
are relocated safely. This partly explains why no data is available about where 
people relocate to and what happens to them. This also raises additional concerns 
about what safeguards are in place and what level of national protection people can 
access in their relocation area. 

“You know I say to my lawyer, I say, if I go, sent back home, who gonna monitor 
me to see what happens. She said nobody.”  (Lesbian from Jamaica)

Particular issues regarding access to protection for women who have experienced 
domestic violence and fleeing spousal abuse was also raised in the Pakistan case 
study. Questions regarding what anonymity a woman can secure in Pakistan to 
ensure her ex partner cannot find her and what protection can be accessed if they 
are found were raised. Availability and accessibility to protection should also be 
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seen within the attitudinal context of how domestic violence is culturally perceived. 
In Pakistan, domestic violence and abuse is often regarded as a ‘private’ matter 
between couples. The Hunan Rights Commission in Pakistan report:

“By tradition domestic violence is treated as a strictly confidential matter, no 
matter how publicly it might be committed, and therefore the law has been 
unable to make serious interventions. Alarmingly a lot of law enforcement 
personnel are not even aware if domestic violence falls under the mischief 
of any law and that they should be providing immediate relief to victims. In 
an investigation carried out by the Daily Times reporters, it was discovered 
that out of 85 police stations surveyed only 2 police stations outlined the 
correct procedure for action in a case of domestic violence, whereas officers 
at 68 police stations were under the impression that police can not intervene 
in cases of domestic violence, even if the victim comes to them with a 
complaint.” 136

These views raise additional questions of women’s perceived access to state 
protection if returned and relocated in their country of origin. Many women in the 
case studies believed contacting the police for help and assistance would not offer 
protection but would instead create more complications and make them more 
vulnerable. This was particularly an issue for both domestic violence case studies in 
Yemen and Pakistan. 

“Her family will say why you go to speak, why you make problem for me, 
it’s like this. Everything is about money. You can’t go to the police they will 
change everything if a man pays them to. Some woman, they found her in 
hospital, all body, you know like black from hits…all over her body. But if she 
speak, if she says my husband, then they make big problems for her and she 
knows this. And they not believe woman like they believe man. All systems 
towards man. Woman can not go against man.”  Harifa (domestic violence/
Yemen)

For the two case studies looking at sexuality issues in Uganda and Jamaica, their 
views regarding the inaccessibility of the police was based on their own experiences 
of the police in the past. In both these countries the level of ‘accepted’ homophobia 
is extremely high and endorsed through popular culture, social norms and the legal 
system. In Jamaica for example, violent acts towards gay people and lesbians is 

136	� The Human Rights Commission of Pakistan ‘The State of Human Rights in 2007’ Chapter 5 
‘Rights of the Disadvantaged, 5.1 Women’. (2008) p.155
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actively promoted through music (popular song lyrics include: “kill dem, battybwoys 
haffi dead, gun shots pon dem, who want to see them (homosexuals) dead put up 
him hand”137 and ‘gay eradication days.’138 The women interviewed viewed the police 
as part of the homophobic infrastructure and not as an independent body offering 
protection. This view is confirmed by their personal experiences in Jamaica as the 
conversation below illustrates:  

Participant 1: 	� “When I lived (inaudible), they knocked down my fence, 
and they coming for me, so I call the police and when they 
come I think they protect me, yeah, but they think it’s a 
joke. The policeman he think it all a joke…

Participant 2: 	� you were asking for trouble

Participant 1: 	� but my back was against the wall, I had my children, I had 
my daughter, what should I do?…… I think if you are a 
lesbian in Jamaica, it’s like committing a crime. It is seen 
as a crime itself…. even if you have money, if you have a 
problem and the police know you are gay or lesbian, they 
will be the one who will set you up and let things happen to 
you, there is no safeguard. No way.

Participant 3: 	� yes, when I went to the police to protect me, he did, he 
turned nasty with me, you understand. They look as you as 
if you’re dirty. Then they cut you up …and there is no place 
to go”.

		  (Lesbians from Jamaica)

Similarly in Uganda, government rhetoric, legislation and public hostility creates 
a fearful cultural context for many lesbian and gay people. For example, in 2007 
a public demonstration was organised to demand active police enforcement and 
a continuing ban on gay relationships and was attended by hundreds of people 
in Kampala.139 In addition, during the promotion of the Commonwealth Heads of 
Government meeting in Uganda in November 2007, an MP demanded on the radio 
a "clamp down against lesbian and gay Ugandans” stating the “international event…
would be a good opportunity to send a clear message that gays are not welcome 
in Uganda."140  In these circumstances Rose is anxious, and believes the police are 
enforcers of the law under which they perceive her as a criminal and not an agency 
from which to seek protection. 

137	 Vanessa, ‘Homophobia in Jamaica’ (May 2005)
138	 Mcleod, D. The Jamaica Star ‘Gays Must Leave Today.’  April 26th 2007
139	 BBC News ‘Ugandan’s hold anti-gay sex rally’ August 21st 2007
140	 Pink News ‘Protests ask commonwealth to fight gays’ November 23rd 2007
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“I’m a lesbian, that’s like going to the police station and saying I’m a thief, I’m 
a murderer. If people want to beat me that a crime, but I’m a lesbian, people 
want to beat me, what would I do, I’m classed as a criminal”  Rose (Lesbian 
from Uganda) 

Moreover in reality, going to the police presents Rose with additional traumatic 
psychological barriers, as it was police officers who raped, burnt and tormented 
her in the past. Being abused by police officers has affected how Rose’s views the 
police; consequently she questions which organisation she will turn to for protection 
in her country of origin. This also illustrates significant and psychological issues 
regarding the feasibility and appropriateness of internal relocation for women who 
have been severely abuse by state agents and raped in detention. 

 “You know when you live in a country you think the police and the authorities 
are there to protect you. But that wasn’t so in my case. It’s the police that 
abused their position with me. ……So if I go back to Uganda, if I relocated 
somewhere else and something happens, where will I go for help? How can 
I go to the police and report this crime, when it is they who abused their 
position so badly with me.” Rose (lesbian woman/Uganda)

e) Women’s perception of UK immigration courts

In all of these case-studies, the women expressed how knowledge and understanding 
of the complexity of cultural norms and social patriarchy was essential to any analysis 
and decisions regarding the appropriateness of internal relocation. The women 
believed that the complexity of social and cultural issues and access to protection 
and safety were over-simplified by the UK immigration courts. This included an 
assertion from the women interviewed that too many assumptions were made in 
their case, especially regarding their future safety. For the women, these opinions of 
the courts were not based on evidence, and consequently they felt more vulnerable 
regarding being returned and relocated.

“The judge did say he believe I was in danger if I attempted to back to where 
I was from, but he didn’t believe it if I went to another part of the country...
Its like he believe one part and not the other part, he can believe it happened 
but not that I shouldn’t go back. They just presume, its my country, I can live 
in a different place and I will be safe. That’s what they presume.” 
Tanya (sexual violence/DRC)
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Issues regarding assumptions of risks associated with fleeing a violent partner were 
discussed in one case study. Fabaka believed knowledge of domestic violence within 
the UK was not applied to women asylum seekers who feared their ex-husbands. 
For Fabaka, leaving an abusive partner did not mean, as the UK immigration courts 
suggested, that the violent partner would not try to find you and continue their 
persecution. Fabaka felt that risks associated with leaving a violent partner were 
met with more understanding where British citizens were concerned, particularly 
regarding abusive power dynamics and the necessity of safeguards.141 She thought 
that these issues were not considered for women asylum seekers.  

 “They think that whatever has happened, has happened….when they take 
a domestic violence case, they always say, well ok, now you are separated, 
you are not together, it’s over, you’re safe, you won’t get harmed. But here 
they admit it themselves that when here, when someone is separated from 
their husband, then that woman is most at risk….but when they build an 
asylum case, they don’t take any of these issues with those women, they just 
say, you are separated, you are no longer with him… and that’s it.” Fabaka 
(domestic violence/Pakistan) 

For the women interviewed, the perception that immigration judges and UKBA 
were basing their safety and future on assumptions and not evidence made the 
women feel that the UK asylum system is not transparent and evidence-based in 
its decision-making. This made the women feel that there was a bias against them 
and consequently, whatever they did would be met with scepticism and disbelief 
by UKBA and immigration judges. This made some women question the motivation 
of the UK judiciary and how the internal relocation test was being applied to their 
cases.

“It really makes me feel so angry as well. Also it makes me feel it’s an unfair 
system. So if we’re talking about a violent act and they are not going to 
believe it on the basis that I couldn’t prove it. I felt well, when I was going 
through that period, if only I had prove it, kept records, documented it, but 
then if I had, well then they think I would have been planning asylum.” Fabaka, 
(domestic violence/Pakistan) 

The two case studies involving lesbians also raised several significant issues 
regarding the assumptions surrounding sexuality that were applied to their cases. 
In both these case studies the women had to prove they were a lesbian to the UK 

141	 Kurst-Swanger, K. ‘Guidelines on how to use the police and courts’ (2005) p.139-153
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immigration courts and were subsequently were accepted as lesbians by the court. 
Both case studies raised concerns that they felt neither the immigration judge nor 
UKBA comprehended the level of hostility and violence directed at lesbians in their 
country of origin. Moreover, both identified assertions made by immigration judges 
and the UKBA that they would be safe if returned and relocated as long as they were 
‘discreet’ about their sexuality. This issue has been raised in other homosexuality 
asylum cases in the UK142 and proves particularly problematic and impracticable for 
the women interviewed for this research.

“Discreet, what do they mean by that?. Do they think lesbians just walk 
around holding hands or something…. It’s not like that at all. There is no 
such thing as discreet. ….I would not have to just hide my sexuality, but put 
it underground like it doesn’t exist, we’re talking beyond hiding….My family 
were already starting to get suspicious, without a boyfriend, with a husband, 
no babies… Can you imagine what it would be like when I’m even older.”? 
Rose (Lesbian from Uganda)

In addition, the determination details of a lesbian outlined below highlight the 
conditions to which the immigration judge believed it would be reasonable to expect 
her to return and relocate in Jamaica. This outcome illustrates the immigration 
judge’s assumptions about middle-aged lesbian women as well as people’s access 
and right to personal identity.  

“The Appellant is now in middle age and less likely to be a focus of sexual 
attention than in the past…. My conclusion is that she will be able to resume 
her life there without a real fear of persecutory harm. This does entail that 
she will have to be in denial about her sexuality.” (Immigration Judge - 
determination details of Jamaican lesbian woman)

For the women interviewed in both case studies, being ‘discreet’ or forced to ‘hide’ 
their sexuality was an extremely contentious issue from a practical and personal point 
of view. The women believed ‘hiding’ their sexuality was more complicated than the 
immigration judge and UKBA credited and even if they changed certain things, 
it was impossible to stop people thinking and identifying them as a lesbian. For 
the women, this assumption raised serious doubts regarding the appropriateness 
of internal relocation for lesbians from countries where homosexuality is illegal or 
known for its extreme violence directed at gays and lesbians.  

142	 Howard, S.  ‘Try not to act Gay’ in ‘The Guardian’ Friday November 16th 2007
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Participant 1: 	 “ if I go home, what will I do, how will I hide. How can I 	
		  hide. It’s me”

Participant 2: 	 “I told them I can’t …I can’t change who I am” 

Participant 3:	�  “listen to me, if I put on a skirt do they think people stop 
talking. Is that all they think it’s about”….

Participant 2:	� ” it doesn’t matter how you dress”

Participant 1: 	� “yes changing your clothes doesn’t matter…its who I was 
born to be…if you go home can you hide your sexuality? 
What do they think you can do? Do they really think that 
if you dress differently that it. What do you have to do to 
hide it, how can you”

Participant 2: 	� “but you know even if you went with a man, they would 
still say she a lesbian or she was a lesbian you know. 
Once they think it, you can’t change it. Once you get 
label its stuck on you and its not coming out” (Jamaican 
lesbian women)

f) Women’s understanding of internal relocation
The Refugee Convention is forward-looking; a key component is to assess the 
likelihood of future persecution and whether internal relocation is ‘reasonable.’ Only 
evidence considered objective is submitted as part of an asylum claim. Women 
are therefore rarely asked about their views of future risks on return, which adds 
to their feelings of voiceless-ness within the asylum system and their perplexity 
around internal relocation. It was also apparent that many women had limited (if any) 
understanding of the principle of internal relocation before it was applied to their 
case. This lack of knowledge prior to the immigration judge’s decision appeared to 
add to their anxiety and incomprehension about internal relocation. 

 “I didn’t really hear about this issue of relocation until in the court really. I didn’t 
really know about it. All I know is I have a problem in the country….  It just 
seemed so strange I just couldn’t understand it… From what I understood, 
for me. I had in mind they would either approve or disapprove me. I couldn’t 
get this option. I know I don’t know the law, but I just don’t understand it. 
Kinshasa, I just didn’t think about it much, I had no idea, I just didn’t think 
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they could return me there. How can I return there? I just don’t understand it.” 
Tanya (sexual violence/DRC)

“When they send me the refusal, that was the first time I heard about it. I 
actually had to ask about it, I had to say what does it mean… I was not aware 
of the terms used here…. Internal flight, it was quite strange word for me. They 
said it meant going to another part of the country, moving to another city for 
living and start a new life. My reaction was the same as right now. I know it’s 
impossible, I don’t even want to think about it.” Fabaka (domestic violence/
Pakistan) 

This initial confusion does raise the question of the level at which legal representatives 
are explaining the asylum process and potential decisions and options of the 
immigration courts to their clients. Undoubtedly, the lack of understanding the women 
had about internal relocation, alongside their limited (if any) practical assurances of 
safety if returned and relocated, had a psychological impact on many of the women. 
This left many women not only questioning the integrity of the immigration courts but 
also being psychologically affected by the process and thought of internal relocation.

“No they [immigration judge and the UKBA] not understood me. They give me 
refuse. I don’t understand everything here. First time, my English no good, I 
was not strong, I didn’t speak, in court all I did was cry, I couldn’t speak and 
they keep asking me questions, maybe 20 or more… I no understand, they 
give me interpreter but hard to speak. I am very scared…. They say go back to 
Yemen again, I cry. Later I get their letter and cry and cry…...They say liar so 
many time to so many people. But us not all liars. I think they need to check 
everything. Well they just say liar and don’t check and not believe. They think 
if one is liar then we are all liars. That’s very hard. To be told that is, difficult. ” 
Harifa (domestic violence/Yemen) 

The asylum process, combined with women’s past experiences of gender based 
persecution and fears for personal safety, meant many women were extremely 
anxious about internal relocation. Issues regarding the psychological affects of trauma 
and how this heightens perceptions of security and the women’s ability to rehabilitate 
themselves in a new area needs to be considered.143 One woman’s fears of return and 
relocation were so extreme that she felt suicide was more palatable. All the women 
believed the knowledge they had of their country of origin was not considered in the 
decision to relocate them and this filled them with genuine fear. Psychologically, this 
left many women feeling not believed, not understood and disposable.    

143	 Ehlers and Clark ‘A cognitive model of posttraumatic stress disorder’ (2000)
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“You know this is serious, listen, I don’t like the thought, I don’t want to think 
about it, the thought is horrible and it make me want to kill myself. I know 
what I have been through. And tell them I say ‘ I would rather kill myself then 
go back there and let them kill me’. I tell them, I tell them… I don’t even like 
to talk about it…I don’t like to hear the thought of going back. I just. I have 
been through so much, even the thought of going back, I will, I tell you I will 
kill myself…I know they will kill me, so I will kill myself.” (Jamaican lesbian 
woman)

Summary
This chapter discussed key themes that emerged from the case studies and 
the particular risks the women felt they were exposed to as single, separated, 
divorced or lesbian women (with or without children). This section explored the 
individual anxieties women had regarding past experiences and specific fears 
they had for their future. This chapter outlined why the women interviewed 
believed internal relocation is inappropriate particularly regarding risks, access 
to livelihoods and safety and protection. The case studies also identified levels 
of confusion regarding women’s understanding of internal relocation and the 
psychological impact this confusion makes
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Chapter 6

Conclusions

This research project explores the legal principle of internal relocation and assesses its 
application and impact on women asylum seekers who have experienced gender based 
persecution. This report discusses key issues regarding the use and application of internal 
relocation and women’s access to international protection. The research analysed how legal 
representatives believe internal relocation is being applied to many women’s asylum claims. 
The analysis highlighted worrying trends that legal representatives identified including:

• A lack of understanding of the issues that affect women asylum seekers
Legal representatives discussed a perception that many immigration judges and UKBA 
personnel had limited understanding of gender issues, which contributed to a simplistic 
application of internal relocation to many women’s asylum and human rights cases. Many 
legal representatives expressed grave concerns that single, separated, divorced or lesbian 
women were being returned to circumstances of risk, vulnerability and abuse because their 
social exposure and practical realities were not given thorough consideration. Consequently, 
legal representatives thought that internal relocation was being simplistically applied without 
sufficient evidence-based analysis and scrutiny of risks. Furthering this perception was legal 
representatives’ experiences of cases in which immigration judges and UKBA personnel 
applied significant weight to assumptions such as: the existence of entities of protection 
(eg refuges, NGOs), apparent ‘resourcefulness’ of some women asylum seekers or their 
observations of a woman in court. This questions whether women who need international 
protection are in practice able to access it and whether some women are being returned 
to further persecution.

• The impact of internal relocation on the decision-making processes
Legal representatives raised concerns that internal relocation is being used as an additional 
hurdle to deny international protection. They referred to cases where they felt that some of 
their female clients would have traditionally been granted refugee status under the 1951 
Refugee Convention but were now being rejected solely on the premise of internal relocation. 
The removal of the IAA Gender Guidelines (2000) is a major issue for legal representatives 
and has a detrimental impact on women asylum seekers. Removing without updating and 
replacing the gender guidelines has created a perception that the judiciary not only has a 
limited understanding of gender issues but also does not value the importance of gender 
within the decision-making process. 

• �The politicisation of refugee law, the judiciary, and the impact this politicisation 
has on the internal relocation test

Legal representatives explained that they believed the asylum system has become 
increasingly politicised since the 1980s and even more so over the last ten years. For the 
legal representatives, this political context influenced mainstream media hostility and public 
scepticism (and vice versa), both of which placed increasing social and political pressure 
upon immigration judges. Some legal representatives believed this context had implicitly 
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changed the role of immigration judges to one of a ‘gate-keeper;’ consequently 
internal relocation was frequently applied to restrict numbers of people being granted 
refugee status in the UK. The noticeable politicisation of asylum within the UK and the 
political, media and public demand for ‘tougher’ decisions raises serious concerns 
regarding whether the judiciary is as independent and fair as it should be. 

• �The relationship between application of internal relocation by the Judiciary 
and the UNHCR guidelines 

Legal representatives believed the application of internal relocation within the UK 
courts has significantly moved away from the intention and basis of the UNHCR 
guidelines. To demonstrate this point further, two recent cases (AH Sudan and AA 
Uganda) illustrate how decisions around internal relocation have evolved outside 
the UNHCR guidelines and for some are being applied arbitrarily and too strictly. 
In addition, legal representatives identified differences in the level of understanding 
of the UNHCR guidelines between the senior and lower courts. Senior courts were 
often regarded as finding the UNHCR guidelines useful, whereas lower courts appear 
to be more dismissive of the guidelines and the role of the UNHCR in general. The 
differences between the application of internal relocation in the UK asylum system 
and the UNHCR guidelines, and the varying perceptions of the courts, calls for 
greater debate and clarity over the role of the UNHCR and their guidelines within the 
UK asylum system.  

• Practical implications for legal representatives 
Legal representatives identified how the increasing onus placed upon internal 
relocation for women’s non-state persecution claims has directly impacted upon 
their workloads and pressures. Legal representatives highlighted practical differences 
between representing men and women in courts and illustrated the complexities 
and pressures associated with representing women who had experienced gender 
related persecution. Legal representatives discussed the complications of evidencing 
persecution alongside countering internal relocation arguments. Funding restrictions 
and time constraints created frustrating working conditions. More worryingly, 
legal representatives identified that women who have experienced gender related 
persecution and have individually complex cases may find it difficult to access 
good legal advice because of the gap in understanding gender issues and fixed fee 
regulations (legal aid). 

The research also brought together the experiences of women asylum seekers 
who have experienced gender related persecution and whose asylum cases are 
affected by internal relocation. The research identified how the women felt internal 
relocation was unrealistic and would not diminish future persecution. All the women 
displayed high levels of personal fear and anxiety about internal relocation and were 
not assured that there safety and protection would be safeguarded. The women’s 
case studies identified the following key issues: 
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• Risks on return
The women interviewed identified how they believed the cultural status of women 
within the societies they would be returned to placed them at direct risk of further 
abuse, exploitation and attacks. Women who had experienced domestic violence 
were concerned at the lack of protection mechanisms in place in the relocation 
area and their inability to hide and anonymise themselves if found by ex partners. In 
addition, further psychological barriers and difficulties regarding internal relocation 
were identified by women who had experienced rape and/or sexual violence. This 
included lesbians who had been raped because of their sexual orientation and 
who felt extremely vulnerable to further attacks. For these women, being a lesbian 
and being returned and relocated to a different city within a violently homophobic 
country presented imminent risks of harm and even possible murder. The different 
circumstances and complexity of needs of the women illustrated how internal 
relocation was not always an appropriate and viable alternative to international 
protection.  
 
• Cultural context
The women discussed the importance of exploring and analysing the cultural context 
and social position of women when assessing the appropriateness of internal 
relocation. The case studies revealed the difficulties and suspicion single, separated, 
divorced or lesbian women would face in a new relocation area. The women identified 
practical and logistical problems including accessing accommodation, employment 
and childcare. Alongside this, the women discussed the cultural unacceptability 
and associated risks involved in being without a man in any relocation area. These 
difficulties included the perception that they would be considered a prostitute or 
labelled a lesbian. The cultural context, social codes and ‘labels’ placed upon 
women also affect their ability to access employment and secure livelihoods, which 
affect the feasibility of internal relocation. Together the case studies demonstrate the 
importance of understanding the social context and complexities of gender issues 
and access to livelihoods for women in the context of any discussion on internal 
relocation. 
  
• Safety and protection issues
The case studies identified how the area of relocation was a key source of anxiety 
for all the women. The women who were given a particular city in which they could 
relocate were afraid that there was no safety mechanism in place in that city to 
protect them. Similarly, women who were told to relocate to any city in their country 
of origin faced an impossible decision when assessing where they would feel safe. 
The lack of any monitoring or assurances of safety and protection for the women 
instilled a genuine fear of relocation. This was also compounded by women’s 
personal experiences of the police especially in instances of domestic violence, 
rape and violent attacks against lesbians.    
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• Perception of understanding within the UK immigration courts
The women discussed how they believed many immigration judges and UKBA 
personnel applied too many assumptions in their decisions regarding the feasibility 
of internal relocation. For example, some women identified key differences between 
how domestic violence is treated where British citizens are concerned, compared 
to women asylum seekers, including blanket assumptions that they would be safe, 
and violent former partners would not want to find them. The women also discussed 
how they felt they were continually treated with distrust and disbelief throughout 
the asylum system, which contributed to their emotional distress. In addition, the 
case studies with lesbians identified the assumptions immigration judges and UKBA 
personnel made about sexuality. These included assumptions that if lesbians were 
‘discreet’ about their sexuality they would be safe in a relocation area. For the 
lesbians interviewed, based on their previous experiences, this assumption was too 
simplistic.  

• Women’s understanding of internal relocation
The case studies also identified the level of confusion women had about internal 
relocation. The first time many of the women heard about this concept was in court 
and as part of their decision. The lack of sufficient explanation and information 
regarding how and where to relocate, added to the bewilderment women had 
about internal relocation. For the women, the mere thought of being returned and 
relocated to a new city in their country of origin without any safeguards in place to 
protect them, was too painful and illogical to digest. 



Relocation, Relocation - The impact of internal relocation on women asylum seekers

84

Chapter 7

Recommendations

Discussions with legal representatives and women asylum seekers revealed the 
complexity of issues associated with the application and appropriateness of internal 
relocation. Drawing from the analysis within this research, this project recommends key 
practical considerations alongside areas for further research and discussions. These 
are provided in the context of the CEDAW Committee’s concluding observations 
and the requirement under the Equality Act 2006 for all public authorities to comply 
with the Gender Equality Duty (see introduction).

Recommendations for the Judicial Studies Board

1. 	�Incorporate gender guidelines or their equivalent into the Equal Treatment Bench 
Book. 

	� The removal of the IAA Gender Guidelines (2000) is having an impact on many 
women asylum seekers and needs to be addressed urgently. Guidance in the Equal 
Treatment Bench Book must be followed by the AIT and the higher judiciary. The 
book already contains guidance relating to victims of sexual offences and domestic 
violence in relation to the criminal courts. It should therefore be expanded to include 
guidance relating to the consideration of women’s asylum appeals by the Asylum 
and Immigration Tribunal and the higher courts.

	� The guidance should include:
	� - 	�Recognition of the complexity of gender issues, including understanding 

the relevance of social and cultural codes in areas where women might be 
expected to relocate.

	� - 	�A requirement to provide an assessment of the specific barriers that stand in 
the way of women accessing state protection.

	� - 	�Consideration of the issues affecting lesbians, or the Bench Book could include 
separate guidelines on sexual and gender identity.

2. 	��Incorporate training on issues affecting women asylum seekers into Equal 
Treatment Training 

	� Specific training on the issues to be covered in the Equal Treatment Bench Book 
should be rolled out for immigration judges, including the application of law in 
relation to gender and significant and up to date cases.
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Recommendations for the Asylum and Immigration Tribunal

3. 	�All immigration judges should follow the UNHCR guidelines on internal relocation 
in accordance with the decision of the House of Lords in Januzi.

4. 	�In assessing internal relocation for women, the AIT should have particular regard 
to country of origin information which describes the position of women in the 
area of proposed internal relocation.

Recommendations for UKBA:

5. 	�Engage with the Charter of rights of women seeking asylum
	� The Charter sets out a range of rights and actions the UKBA could take to 

demonstrate and give practical effect to a commitment to treat women seeking 
asylum with fairness, dignity and respect, based on a recognition of their human 
rights and of their particular experiences of persecution.

6. 	Ensure adherence to and monitoring of gender API
	� The Gender API is a compulsory policy to guide decision-makers when assessing 

asylum claims. The gender API should be adhered to at all stages of the asylum 
claim; regular monitoring of decisions against the API should be implemented 
and publicly available. A thorough understanding of the gender API should 
become a core competency for UKBA decision makers and a key criterion in 
their accreditation.

7. 	�The Gender API should be amended to include issues affecting lesbians, or 
UKBA should adopt separate guidelines on sexual and gender identity.

8. 	Training on gender issues 
	� UKBA personnel should receive expanded training on gender issues, particularly 

on the risk on return for single, separated, divorced and lesbian women and 
the trauma associated with gender-based persecution. Training should also be 
targeted on current case law, including recent gender cases and the intricacies 
around non-state persecution. 

9. 	Greater provision and use of evidence based country information
	� Country information reports should include reference to financial, logistical social 

and cultural factors that will affect women. UKBA decision makers should be 
required to cite evidence from country information reports to support all assertions 
that women asylum seekers could internally relocate or access state protection. 
If sufficient information is not available, UKBA staff need to make requests for 
specific information from the Country of Origin Information Service. 



Relocation, Relocation - The impact of internal relocation on women asylum seekers

86

Recommendations for Legal Representatives:

10. Further training on gender issues and internal relocation 
	� Legal representatives should attend training on the gender dimensions of internal 

relocation, including legal arguments and up to date gender cases. Training 
should also include assistance in collecting evidence regarding assessment of 
practical realities, social codes and cultural expectations placed upon women 
and their access to protection. 

Further research is recommended on:

• 	 �The availability of more specific in-country research on practical, social and 
cultural difficulties women would face if returned and relocated, including women’s 
access to protection 

• 	 �Greater monitoring of women who are returned and whose asylum claims have 
been refused on the basis that they are expected to relocate within their country 
of origin

• 	 �The availability of statistical data from UKBA regarding how many women are 
being returned because their asylum claim has been refused on the basis of 
internal relocation

• 	 �Further evidence is sought on the impact the Legal Service Commission’s funding 
regime has on the quality of legal representation provided to women asylum 
seekers. This should include, in particular, whether the Graduated Fee Scheme 
takes sufficient account of the additional time and resources required to collate 
evidence relevant to the issue of internal relocation for women.
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